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About the Book



TOP SECRET

What do you do when ghosts rise from the past? When they reveal long-buried secrets that could turn your world upside down?


When an earthquake causes a breach at a super-secret Pharos prison, Kensy and Max must join an urgent assignment to Queenstown, New Zealand. Time is of the essence – the escaped prisoners are out for revenge against both Pharos and the Spencer family.


The twins head into the wilderness in pursuit. But the mountains are dangerous, and instability brought on by the earthquake is only making things worse. Meanwhile, strange things are happening back in London as one Pharos agent is attacked and another disappears. It will take all of Kensy and Max’s hard-earned skills to come out of this mission alive – but what will be waiting for them when they do?


MISSION BRIEF

PHAROS AGENTS: Kensington and Maxim Spencer (agents-in-training), Edward and Rupert Spencer, Fitzgerald Williams, Song Li


LOCATION: Queenstown, New Zealand


TASK: Capture two extremely dangerous escaped prisoners and stop them from re-entering society – whatever the cost.


PURPOSE: Classified
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The Spencer household




	
Kensington Méribel Spencer

	
   

	
Agent-in-training, 13-year-old twin to Max




	
Maxim Val d’Isère Spencer

	
   

	
Agent-in-training, 13-year-old twin to Kensy




	
Anna Spencer

	
   

	
PA X2694, 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




	
Moonlight Cove wardens and inmates




	
Rosie Froggatt

	
   

	
Warden and caretaker of Moonlight Cove, mother of Evan and Douglas




	
Evan Froggatt

	
   

	
Warden and caretaker of Moonlight Cove, son of Rosie




	
Douglas Froggatt

	
   

	
Warden and caretaker of Moonlight Cove, son of Rosie




	
Percy MacGregor

	
   

	
Criminal, cousin of Magoo MacGregor




	
Dash Chalmers

	
   

	
Criminal, father of Donovan and Ellery, former husband of Tinsley




	
Pharos




	
Dame Cordelia Spencer

	
   

	
Head of Pharos, PA Z001, Edward and Rupert’s mother




	
Song Li

	
   

	
PA U2613, butler




	
Sidney Li

	
   

	
PA U2614, butler




	
Rupert Spencer

	
   

	
PA X2672, Dame Spencer’s son




	
Magoo MacGregor

	
   

	
Headmaster of Central London Free School




	
Tippie MacGregor

	
   

	
PA Q2668, head of Inventions Team, Magoo’s wife




	
Romilly Vanden Boom

	
   

	
Science teacher at Central London Free School and member of the Inventions Team




	
Curtis Pepper

	
   

	
Kensy and Max’s friend and fellow agent-in-training




	
Other




	
Tinsley Chalmers

	
   

	
Mother of Donovan and Ellery




	
Donovan Chalmers

	
   

	
Son of Dash and Tinsley
 



	
Ellery Chalmers
 
	
   

	
Daughter of Dash and Tinsley




	
Beth Pepper

	
   

	
Mother of Curtis




	
Wes Pepper

	
   

	
Father of Curtis















Case Note 23

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

A recent summer holiday in Portugal saw Kensington and Maxim, along with their friends Curtis Pepper and Autumn Lee, uncover a plot to sabotage a new electric car company. Wolf Motors, headed up by past Formula One World Champion James Wolf, was set to launch the Wolf Electra, a vehicle on the cutting edge of renewable energy technology. But James, his racing-driver daughter, Aurelia, and her husband, Tom, were targeted by Ella Spurling, CEO of Spurling Oil, who aimed to sabotage as much of the electric car industry as possible.

Despite strict instructions from Cordelia that no one was to work while on vacation, the children witnessed the kidnapping of a woman called Claudia Montez, Wolf Motors’ chief engineer, and began to investigate. Unbeknownst to them, strange circumstances surrounding Wolf Motors were being investigated by everyone attending the family holiday, but it turned out only the children were on the trail of the real perpetrators.

Everything came to a head when Ella tried to sabotage the Electra’s launch event, and then revealed that Tom was actually her missing brother Tobin, whom she blamed for their older brother, Sheehan’s death. Tom had fled his home in Texas after the accident, unable to face the wrath of his father, who also mistakenly believed that he was at fault. The children were instrumental in apprehending Ella and her henchmen, and the launch was a roaring success. Tom was also cleared of any wrongdoing.

That wasn’t the only mystery plaguing the children. Prior to the Portugal vacation, Maxim revealed the existence of a note, written by Magoo MacGregor, that seemed to contain clues about who has been trying to harm the Spencer family since the twins’ arrival in London. After several months endeavouring to decode the message with limited success, Maxim lost the note and all of his workings in the MacGregors’ secret home library while the twins were staying there following the Novichok attack on Cordelia. This was particularly worrying after DNA evidence collected at 13 Ponsonby Terrace following a break-in and another attempt on Kensington and Maxim’s lives was revealed to belong to Percy MacGregor, Magoo’s cousin, who was thought to be long dead.

Edward, Kensington, Maxim, Song and I successfully retrieved the note and workbook before heading to Europe. We have barely made progress deciphering the remainder of the coded note but will continue to work on it. Whether it means anything or not is yet to be revealed, but there are some concerning phrases particularly relating to the idea of a birthright and Romilly Vanden Boom.

SKILLS, STRENGTHS AND VULNERABILITIES

Given Cordelia’s decree, Kensington and Maxim were torn about whether to pursue the mystery woman, Claudia Montez or leave things alone. Thankfully, their instincts to help overrode their grandmother’s orders. The twins, along with Curtis and Autumn, used their considerable skills to find Claudia and make certain that she was safe before hatching a plan to free the woman while also ensuring that the Wolf Electra would be ready to launch.

In order for this to happen, Maxim decided to involve James Wolf, correctly assessing that the man was trustworthy. Kensington’s superior engineering skills, guided by instructions provided by Claudia saw much needed work on the Electra completed in time.

Although the children took charge of the situation, they slipped up early on, accidentally involving their mother. Fortunately Anna proved extremely useful. Everyone is thrilled that she has finally agreed to reactivate her agent status. No one more so than Dame Spencer.

TRAINING

The children enjoyed a more relaxed training regime on holiday, instead spending time swimming, surfing and playing cricket and football.


EMOTIONAL STATE

While initially concerned about having gone against their grandmother’s wishes, the outcome proved that the twins’ instincts had been right. Kensington and Maxim are both in a good place emotionally, although Kensington has been more confrontational than usual – perhaps attributed to her entering puberty. The mysterious coded note is still the cause of some apprehension, but the pair appear to be better prepared than ever for what might come.

OTHER INFORMATION

Yet again, Autumn Lee and Curtis Pepper have displayed courage and bravery working with Kensington and Maxim to crack the case. Involving Autumn’s mother, Irene Lee, proved invaluable due to the woman’s little-known driving skills, which ensured the success of the operation to get the Electra safely to Berlin – a plan mostly devised by Curtis Pepper.

Dame Spencer’s health has continued to improve following the Novichok poisoning and she has acknowledged that the holiday in Sintra played a very positive part in her recovery.
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Kensy and Max charged upstairs, jostling each other as they raced to the kitchen. The fact that Kensy had beaten her brother at cross country this afternoon and teased him mercilessly about it afterwards only heightened the contest. As Max stumbled on the top step, he realised she was about to finish first again.

‘I win!’ Kensy shouted, dumping her bag on the floor. Her blazer landed beside it, quickly followed by her tie. ‘Bit of a theme this term don’t you think, Max?’

‘Get lost,’ the boy grumbled.


The sound of an upbeat country and western tune blaring from the butler’s pantry accompanied by the crooning of Song Li alerted the twins to the man’s whereabouts. The butler momentarily stopped singing to call out hello to the children and let them know he was making hot chocolate for their afternoon tea.

Wellie, one of their grandmother’s West Highland terriers, hopped out of his bed in the family room to investigate Kensy’s cast offs, sniffing the pile. The other, Mac, wasn’t remotely interested – he hadn’t even woken up.

Max looked at the mess his sister had made and shook his head. ‘Mum will be up here in a second you know.’

‘Do I look worried?’ Kensy replied.

Max had found Kensy more annoying than usual lately – not least because she seemed to win at everything. She’d scored half a point more than he had in their most recent Pharos review and landed herself a Headmaster’s Gold Award for Excellence for her regular academic work. Max had been really proud of her, but was gutted when he only achieved a Silver Award for himself. It was so disappointing, even though their parents made a similar fuss of both of them.

Song walked out of the pantry holding a small saucepan. He’d turned the music down too. Max glanced at the man and rolled his eyes, pointing at Kensy’s mess. The gesture was returned by a frown and shake of the butler’s head.

‘Good afternoon, Master Maxim, Miss Kensington,’ Song said, pouring the hot chocolate into two mugs. A batch of freshly baked scones sat on a large white plate on the island bench, with a pot of jam and another of cream beside them.

‘How was your day, Song?’ Max asked. ‘Hopefully better than mine.’

‘Perhaps,’ the man replied. ‘I have made some progress on your coded note by deciphering the word “Cordelia”. Unfortunately, it was in yet another code – so while it is a clue, it is not a terribly helpful one. There are likely more codes and important words that will indicate Magoo’s meaning.’


‘Well done,’ Max said. ‘Though you’re right that a code that’s only used for one word doesn’t really help much with the rest. And given Kensy and I are named, and you as well, I suppose it shouldn’t be a surprise that Granny is included.’

Max hadn’t had time to decipher anything more since they returned from their summer holiday in Portugal, and was feeling somewhat deflated. The first term of the new school year had been super busy, with a particularly taxing Pharos review on top of their regular work. Plus there was the need to keep an eye on Mrs Vanden Boom to see if she really was ‘a danger to them all’ – a phrase they’d discovered in the note. So far nothing about the woman seemed amiss, so maybe it was just nonsense. Max had begun to think that maybe the whole note was.

‘May I interest you in a scone?’ Song asked, looking at Max and gesturing at the plate.

Kensy reached out too, but the butler pulled it away.

‘How come he can have one and I can’t?’ the girl grouched.


‘Because, Miss Kensington, your mother has had a long day at work, and the last thing she needs is conflict over trivial matters such as the mess you have now made on the floor. Confucius says respect yourself and others will respect you. I believe the quotation roughly translates to pick up your belongings and you will make your mother, brother and this grumpy old man very happy.’

‘You know, you don’t always have to be so wise, Song. Sometimes it’s really annoying,’ Kensy said, grunting as she grabbed her things. ‘And does that mean I can have two scones when I get back?’

‘Only if I find your clothes hanging up. Could you see if there is any mail while you are there? I think I heard something being pushed through the slot earlier,’ Song called after her.

Anna Spencer was a few minutes behind the children, having answered a phone call as she and the twins had pulled into the underground garage. Anna had been happy to let them go on ahead – she and Kensy were clashing lately. The twins had recently turned thirteen, and Anna couldn’t help but notice that Kensy had grown increasingly moody and disagreeable. It hadn’t helped that Kensy had got her first period the day before their celebrations. Max had been terribly understanding, trying to get her to talk about how she felt, but she’d screamed at everyone that it was so unfair.

It was a rare treat for Anna to be home this early. The twins had been surprised when she’d called to say she was going to pick them up as they were leaving school. Working at the Pharos clinic was proving a lot less arduous than her private practice, and she was quite enjoying being home before dark. Today, she had completed her orientation just in time for Dr Foster to head off on holidays for two weeks with her young children. The woman had promised that when she got back she’d share several exciting research projects with Anna. It was something to look forward to.

By the time Anna reached the kitchen, Song had a cup of tea waiting for her.


‘What are we going to do when you have to return to Alexandria?’ Anna said with a smile as she sat down on the stool beside Max. ‘I’ve become very used to having you around, spoiling us.’

The man grinned back at her. ‘Please do not worry. Dame Spencer has asked that I stay here until you are settled into your new role. Mr Fitz and Mr Edward are both very busy at work, so it is important that you have help – and with the half-term break upon us, someone has to entertain the twins.’

‘You mean keep an eye on us,’ Max said, putting his mug down.

Anna ran her finger across her top lip. ‘Milk moustache, Max – though I think it suits you, which is a horrible thought. I can’t imagine my baby shaving.’

‘Neither can I,’ Max said, wiping his face. Surely the day would come when he’d acquire a deeper voice and other things would start to change, but up to now – nothing. Unlike his friend Carlos, who was proud to have grown two curly hairs on his chest already – at thirteen! At the rate Carlos was going, the boy would have a full beard by his next birthday.

‘Well, we’re very lucky to have you, Song,’ Anna said, sipping her tea. She turned to Max. ‘Where’s your sister?’

‘Putting her things away,’ Max said, raising his eyebrows.

‘Thank you, Song,’ the woman said. ‘I don’t think I could stand another argument today. It’s all we seem to do at the moment.’

The sound of footsteps on the floor above alerted them to Kensy’s imminent return.

‘Who do we know that’s getting married?’ the girl called out as she stomped downstairs to the basement kitchen, waving three large white envelopes. She placed two of them down on the bench.

Anna frowned. ‘No one that I can think of.’

She looked at Song, who shrugged.

Kensy slid her nail under the flap of the one she was still holding. ‘This one’s for Mr and Mrs E. Spencer and Miss K. and Master M. Spencer and,’ she continued, ‘those two are for Fitz and you, Song. The paper looks like it has real gold on it. Maybe it’s a royal wedding and we’re invited because Granny’s friends with the Queen?’

Anna pulled a face. ‘I can’t imagine so, but go ahead, darling – open it.’

Kensy pulled out an embossed piece of paper that was every bit as fancy as the envelope.

She scanned the words and gasped. ‘No way!’

‘What? Who is it?’ Max jumped up and snatched the page from his sister’s hand. She was staring at the wall as if in shock.

Her brother’s eyes widened too.

‘Edward, Anna, Kensington and Maxim are cordially invited to the marriage of Rupert Dominic Spencer to . . . Tinsley Eloise Chalmers,’ the boy read, then passed the paper to his mother.

‘Well, this is unexpected,’ Anna said. ‘Although Rupert has been spending a lot of time with Tinsley since the drama in New York. Your grandmother said recently that Rupert had decided to base himself in Sydney for a while. I guess this is why.’


‘Urgh,’ Kensy moaned. ‘It’s my fault – I predicted it. I can’t believe it’s coming true!’

The sound of footsteps on the stairs from the garage interrupted the family’s musings. Ed and Fitz walked into the room.

‘You two are home early,’ Anna said.

Ed walked over and pecked his wife on the cheek while Fitz said hello and walked to the sink for a glass of water.

‘We’ve got dinner with the Commissioner of Police and the mayor, remember, darling. There’s a new safety campaign they want Beacon support for. We’ve come home to change,’ Ed said.

‘Oh, yes, of course. I’m glad it’s you two – the mayor is lovely, but I find the police commissioner a little bit scary,’ Anna said.

‘You’re not alone there,’ Fitz said with a grin.

‘Dad, did you know that your brother is getting married?’ Kensy demanded.

‘Your grandmother told me an hour ago,’ Ed said, shrugging off his suit jacket.

‘You don’t seem that surprised,’ Max said. ‘Did you know he and Tinsley were dating?’


Ed nodded. ‘I did. Rupert let it slip that was the reason he couldn’t join us in Portugal over the summer, but he asked me to keep it quiet in case things didn’t work out. I was stunned he told me in the first place. Your uncle has never been big on sharing details of his love life.’

‘You must be excited at the prospect of new cousins,’ Fitz said, looking at Kensy and Max.

At the mention of the Chalmers’ children, Kensy groaned. ‘You can’t be serious, Fitz. I’m sure there must be a rule about Van and Ellery being invited to be part of Pharos. Can you imagine how painful Van will be if that happens?’

‘At least he’s less likely to try and be your boyfriend if he’s your cousin,’ Max said.

Kensy rolled her eyes.

Song tapped his finger against his lip in a moment of contemplation. ‘It seems Mr Rupert is destined to remain tied to the Chalmers family in one way or another.’

Some years ago Rupert Spencer had been engaged to Abigail Chalmers, daughter of Cordelia’s best friend. Sadly, Abigail had drowned in an accident before the wedding. Rupert had been devastated at the time and recently relived his despair upon learning that Abigail’s older brother, Dash – former husband of Tinsley – had been responsible for her death.

Last year, on a mission in Sydney, Kensy and Max had discovered that Dash had not only killed his sister, he had also orchestrated the fire in Paris in which Anna Spencer’s scientist parents were believed to have died. Instead, he’d kidnapped the couple and held them hostage for twelve years, forcing them to create the most ghastly diseases and their cures, which Dash then sold. In doing so he’d made billions for the pharmaceutical company that his parents – completely unaware of his diabolical behaviour – had founded.

‘Surely Uncle Rupert could find someone else to marry other than Tinsley Chalmers,’ Kensy said.

Max shrugged. ‘I think she’s lovely – even if we’re not fond of her kids. We know she’s nothing like her dead husband, that’s for sure,’ Max said, then noticed a strange look pass between his father and Fitz. ‘She was terrified of Dash. Remember, that’s why she took Van and Ellery and went on the run.’

‘Well they didn’t run far enough from me,’ Kensy quipped.

Max ignored the comment. ‘Why are you looking like that, Dad?’ The boy asked before turning to Fitz and Song who were sporting similarly odd expressions. ‘What’s going on? What aren’t you telling us?’

Kensy realised what her brother was getting at.

‘Dash is dead,’ the girl said. ‘Isn’t he? We all saw him get poisoned right there at Granny’s gala, and she went to the funeral.’

‘Um, yes and no,’ Ed replied.

The twins’ eyes widened. Anna’s did too.

‘What do you mean?’ Kensy demanded. ‘He’s either dead or he isn’t. You can’t have it both ways.’

But their conversation was interrupted by the television screen in the corner of the kitchen flickering to life. It was Cordelia on the secure Pharos line. She only used it on rare occasions – usually emergencies.

‘Mother, what’s the matter?’ Ed asked.

‘Hello, darlings,’ the woman said. She spied the white envelopes on the bench. ‘I see you received your invitations.’

‘We’re still getting over the shock,’ Max said. He took another bite of his jam-and-cream scone.

‘Well, I’m afraid there likely won’t be a wedding,’ Cordelia said. They could see that she was in her office at the Beacon.

‘That’s a relief,’ Kensy replied.

‘I’m sorry, sweetheart, but I don’t agree,’ Cordelia said. ‘I think Rupert and Tinsley are perfect for one another. But there won’t be a wedding unless we find Dash Chalmers.’

‘What?’ Kensy, Max and Anna gasped in unison.

‘So he’s not dead,’ Kensy said, eyeballing her father and Fitz.

Ed frowned. ‘No. He’s been locked in a highly secure facility, from which we were never going to let him out. Mother, what’s happened?’

‘There’s been an earthquake. The prison has been badly damaged. As far as I can tell from the minimal communications I’ve received, Dash is gone – along with someone else I’ve been housing for a very long time,’ Cordelia said.

‘Who?’ Ed asked. He couldn’t recall there being any other current inmates.

‘Percy MacGregor,’ Cordelia said.

There was stunned silence as the woman’s words sank in.
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The family all began talking over the top of one another.

‘Percy’s dead – I’ve seen the file,’ Ed said.

‘Except Song found his DNA right out the front of the house when someone tried to kill me and Kensy,’ Max said.

‘Master Maxim is right – the DNA scanner identified Percy’s hairs,’ Song said.

This information hadn’t previously been conveyed to Cordelia, given it was only discovered shortly after her brush with death. At the time, Ed hadn’t wanted to worry his mother further, and then no one had thought to update her in the months since.

Cordelia couldn’t catch a word. ‘Stop!’ she demanded. ‘If you just let me explain.’

‘Well, that would certainly help,’ Ed said. He could feel his temperature rising. As heir to the Pharos leadership, he should know exactly what was going on, but at the moment he felt completely blindsided.

‘Percy MacGregor was my problem and I dealt with him,’ Cordelia said.

The others exchanged quizzical glances. It still didn’t make any sense and hardly passed for an explanation.

‘You mean the same Percy MacGregor who’s Magoo’s cousin?’ Kensy said.

‘Yes, one and the same,’ Cordelia replied. ‘Percy’s and Magoo’s fathers are brothers. Percy is fifteen years older than Magoo.’

‘We never had much to do with Percy when we were boys,’ Fitz said. ‘He was grown up, and then he was dead – or so we thought.’


‘But what did he do, Granny?’ Max asked. ‘It must have been terrible for you to keep it a secret all these years.’

The woman took in a deep breath, hesitating for a few seconds. ‘He killed your grandfather.’

This time the rest of the family didn’t say a word. They were all too shocked. It was common knowledge that Dominic Spencer had suffered an untimely heart attack – hadn’t he?

‘When were you planning to tell me this?’ Ed demanded. ‘I’ve looked at Percy’s file – the man is officially dead. What if you’d gone to your grave in that Novichok attack? How would I have found out?’

‘I was protecting you and your brother. You didn’t need to know what happened. You were just boys. And when your father was murdered, I could hardly tell the world and have Scotland Yard trawling through our business,’ Cordelia said. ‘Besides, there are protocols – certain information that will only be revealed to you once you take over. It’s too dangerous for you to know everything now.’


‘We’re not boys any more, Mother,’ Ed said. He was pacing the kitchen, his face red and his shoulders taut. Kensy couldn’t remember ever seeing her father this upset.

‘Are you sure Percy’s been in the facility the whole time?’ Fitz asked, trying to diffuse the tension.

‘Yes, I’m positive,’ Cordelia said.

Song was about to say something when he thought better of it – this probably wasn’t the right moment to voice his concerns, though the DNA scanner hadn’t been wrong yet.

‘If Percy’s escaped, along with Dash, I suspect we’d better go and catch them,’ Fitz said. ‘What do you need us to do?’

Cordelia nodded and bit her lip. ‘Edward, please don’t be cross. I was going to tell you about your father, I promise. And you can hardly talk about keeping secrets – you made everyone think you and Anna and Fitz were dead for the best part of twelve years,’ she said.

Anna put her arm around her husband’s waist and whispered in his ear. Whatever she said seemed to work. He kissed her cheek.


‘All right then, Mother, what’s the plan?’ Ed said.

‘I want you, Fitz and Song to pack your bags and be ready to leave in an hour. The jet’s waiting at London City Airport,’ Cordelia said. ‘I’ll take your place at the dinner tonight – make an excuse that you were caught up at work.’

‘Can we go with Dad?’ Kensy asked. ‘We know what Dash looks like and we’re the ones who helped catch him before.’

Anna looked at her daughter. ‘Of course you’re not going,’ the woman said. ‘You don’t know anything about Percy MacGregor. Separately, he and Dash are dangerous. Together, I suspect they’re deadly.’

‘Actually, Anna, I’m going to respectfully disagree with you on this occasion,’ Cordelia said. ‘Not about Dash and Percy being dangerous – that’s not in doubt – but I want the children there. No one outside of the family can know these men are alive, or that they’ve escaped, and Ed and Fitz and Song need all the help they can get.’


‘Yes!’ Kensy and Max clenched their fists and leapt into the air.

‘That’s so cool,’ Kensy said. ‘Lucky I fixed Ferdinand – he’s better than ever.’

Anna clenched her jaw and could feel the heat rising to her cheeks.

‘No – it’s not cool, my darlings,’ Cordelia said, her lips pursed. ‘It’s terribly risky and important, and you need to keep very level heads. This is by far the most dangerous mission you’ve been on yet. I can hardly believe I’m sanctioning it.’

‘Then I’m going as well,’ Anna said.

‘No,’ Cordelia snapped.

Anna recoiled. She opened her mouth to say something she was probably going to regret, but her mother-in-law softened and got in first.

‘I need you here in the clinic,’ said Cordelia. ‘Dr Foster is on leave and I can’t have anyone else in charge,’ Cordelia said. ‘I’d like you to join me at dinner tonight too – someone has to charm that crusty old commissioner. And remember, we had plans for tomorrow evening with Tippie, Magoo and Romilly. Given how many times Tippie has declined my recent invitations, I’m not putting them off. We need to see the dynamic between the three of them – work out why Magoo thinks Romilly’s a danger to us all.’

Anna’s eyes widened as she wondered whether to be cross or flattered. On one hand, she was chuffed to know that was how her mother-in-law felt, but on the other hand . . . she didn’t even want to think what could happen to the rest of her family.

‘Of course,’ Anna said stiffly.

‘You must remember that Dash will stop at nothing to get what he wants,’ Cordelia said. There was a seriousness in her voice. ‘And Percy – who knows what he intends?

‘Why did he kill Grandpa?’ Kensy asked. ‘Was it an accident?’

Cordelia paused then shook her head. ‘It was retribution. He believes that your grandfather caused the death of his twin, Lawrence. It’s not true – your grandfather did everything possible to save that boy.’


‘Why would he think that then?’ Kensy pressed.

‘It’s complicated, darling. Percy was fed a never-ending stream of lies by his delusional mother. I’ll tell you the whole story later, but right now we have no time to lose,’ Cordelia replied.

‘Is Uncle Rupert coming with us?’ Max asked.

Cordelia nodded. ‘Yes and that’s why we need to wrap this up quickly. We don’t want to ruin the poor man’s wedding plans.’

‘That’s going to be tricky, isn’t it? Finding Dash and Percy, then getting from one side of the world to the other in no time flat,’ Kensy said. ‘I mean, the wedding is in Sydney – and I can’t believe it’s in a week’s time! Normal people can’t just drop everything and go to Australia, even if it is school holidays.’

‘Then it’s just as well we’re not normal people, Kensington,’ Cordelia said, raising her eyebrows.

Her grandmother had a point.


‘It won’t be as tricky as you think,’ Fitz said. The twins looked at him. ‘To get to the wedding from where we’re going,’ the man added.

‘Yes, Fitz is right,’ Cordelia said. ‘Pack your bags, children. You’re heading for Queenstown.’

‘New Zealand!’ Kensy exclaimed.

‘New Zealand,’ her grandmother confirmed.
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Tinsley Chalmers stared out across the sparkling harbour, watching a small flotilla of sailing boats. Their colourful spinnakers puffed like a proud man’s chest as they sped across the bay. October was a lovely time of year in Sydney. Warm, but not too hot, with a cool breeze keeping the humidity low. She glanced at the pear-shaped diamond on her left hand and gave the ring a twirl. Tinsley had never imagined she’d feel this sort of happiness again – not after everything that had happened with Dash.


Her first husband had been charming and handsome. And while his good looks never left him and the charm had lasted quite some time after their wedding, there were cracks in their marriage from the beginning. His mood swings set her teeth on edge, and then there had been his need for total control.

Tinsley had always thought she’d have a career of her own, but Dash had had other ideas, saying his business associates would think him a failure if he sent his wife out to work. He made more money than they needed, so why couldn’t she be as happy as the other wives, who filled their days with gym classes, shopping and lunch? Besides, Dash constantly reminded her, she had a job. It was to be the perfect hostess and look decorative whenever events called for their presence. Hence Tinsley had felt mostly ornamental these past fifteen years. Tragically, it was Dash’s death that had set her free.

Her children, Van and Ellery, were heartbroken, of course. They had both seen a counsellor for months afterwards, unpacking the complex feelings they had about everything that had happened and gaining an understanding that perhaps their father wasn’t quite the man they thought him to be. She knew Van had felt enormous pressure to live up to his father’s impossible standards and Ellery had apparently seen and heard things no child her age should have to deal with. Both of them had changed though. The bravado and arrogance Van had displayed at times was gone and Ellery had lost the mean streak that had worried Tinsley sick. She was increasingly proud of the young people they were growing into.

Life without Dash felt something akin to a movie – as if none of it was real. Tinsley had feared that one day she’d wake up and Dash would be back. The gnawing anxiety in her stomach would return, and she’d spend her days plotting and planning how she was going to get away.

When Dash’s henchmen had found Tinsley and the children in France, she had thought that was the end of everything. Then, out of nowhere, Rupert Spencer had turned up and whisked them to safety in New York. After Dash had died, he’d helped them resettle into their old home in Sydney, and then, some months later, they’d started dating. It had taken her quite by surprise, but Rupert had been willing to wait until she was ready. Tinsley had been delighted that, after the shock of their father’s deeds had begun to wear off, her children had struck up an easy rapport with the man. Of course, telling them that she and Rupert were more than just friends was always going to bring up some challenges, but it helped that Rupert showed a genuine interest in Van and Ellery, frequently giving them the gift of his time and attention.

Tinsley spun around and walked back inside her bedroom. The long pink dress she’d bought for the wedding was hanging on the picture rail. It was simple and pretty, perfect for the occasion. Ellery was going to be Tinsley’s maid of honour, and Van the best man. It was important to her and Rupert that the children were a big part of the day. And though Van and Ellery didn’t know it yet, there was no honeymoon per se, rather a ‘family moon’ – they were all off for a week in the Whitsundays together.

Her thoughts were interrupted by the sound of Rupert’s voice downstairs.

‘Tinsley, are you there?’ he called.

‘Yes, I’ll be right down,’ she shouted back. ‘Don’t come up – you’re not allowed to see my dress.’

Tinsley hurried out to the landing. She was surprised to see Rupert was already halfway up the stairs, with a look on his face she hadn’t seen since they were in New York.

‘What’s the matter?’ she asked.

‘I’m afraid I have to go away for a few days, darling,’ he said.

Tinsley frowned. ‘What? Why?’

‘Probably best you don’t know, but I need you to promise me that you’ll keep a close eye on the children while I’m gone, and make sure that you alarm the house before you go to bed at night,’ the man replied.


Tinsley’s breath caught in her throat. ‘What’s the matter? It’s not your mother is it? Has there been another attack?’

Rupert shook his head. ‘Mother’s fine.’

‘Then what is it?’ Tinsley demanded. She still knew very little about Rupert’s work, but he’d promised to tell her everything before the wedding and now seemed as good a time as any.

Tinsley stared at the man. ‘You know I love you, Rupert Spencer, and I fully intend to marry you, but I think we need to have that honest conversation about exactly what you do for a living.’

He turned to leave. ‘I really have to go. But I’ll call you as soon as I can,’ Rupert said, deflecting her question.

The woman shook her head. ‘No, Rupert. I have a right to know. If you can’t tell me, then . . . the wedding is off.’

He stared at her, gobsmacked. ‘You don’t want to marry me?’

‘Of course I do. But you promised you would explain everything, and you haven’t and the wedding is in a week. If you don’t tell me, then I won’t marry you. I can’t. Dash had too many secrets – I won’t have another husband who hides things from me,’ Tinsley said.

Rupert exhaled loudly.

‘Come on then,’ the man said, holding out his hand.

Tinsley was beginning to feel sick as she took his hand and followed him to the garage.

‘You’re scaring me,’ Tinsley said as they hopped into Rupert’s car. The fact that he still hadn’t said a word was troubling. Rupert drove the short distance to his house in Waiwera Street. The gates and garage door opened and he sped into the underground parking space.

He led the way upstairs to the kitchen and pressed a button on a small control panel on the wall. Seconds later, the coffee table in the family room slid back and a spiral staircase rose up in the middle of the floor. Tinsley’s eyes were wide as she studied what amounted to a secret room below the house.

Rupert took her hand and the pair of them descended into the subterranean lair. Computer screens lined the walls, and there was a bank of desks with keyboards and seating. It seemed to be some sort of control room.

‘Is this for your work?’ the woman asked, taking it all in.

Rupert nodded. ‘Yes. You once asked me how I knew where to find you in France. Well, this is how.’

Tinsley walked around the space, trying to make heads or tails of what she was seeing before she spun back to face him. ‘Are you a spy?’

‘Something like that, but I don’t work for any government. Mother is the head of an ancient organisation called Pharos. It was founded in the lighthouse of the same name in Alexandria, Egypt, over two thousand years ago and has existed for the greater good ever since. Our missions are generally to seek out villains and bring them to the attention of the local authorities, who can claim victory. And it really is the family business – Pharos is akin to the monarchy, the way the leadership is passed down from generation to generation.’


Tinsley drew a deep breath and thought for a moment. While she was happy to finally be told the truth, it wasn’t entirely surprising. Rupert had always seemed to be one step ahead of Dash when they were on the run. ‘And the Beacon?’

‘Is a very large and legitimate media company – and provides outstanding cover. It’s one of the ways agents have communicated for hundreds of years,’ Rupert explained. ‘Are you very shocked?’

Tinsley bit her lip. ‘No,’ she met Rupert’s gaze. ‘I always thought there was more to you than met the eye. For once it seems I’ve chosen a good guy. Unless now that you’ve told me, you’ll have to kill me?’ She grinned.

‘Maybe not right now – I have a feeling you can be trusted,’ Rupert replied, giving her a smile.

Tinsley braced herself and swallowed hard. ‘Why do you need to go away? What’s the mission?’

Rupert looked at his fiancée. He licked his lips and seemed to be thinking carefully about the words he was about to speak.


‘When I said that we usually let the local authorities deal with the bad guys,’ he started, ‘well, that’s true for most. But there are some criminals we can’t chance it with – those who are too despicable to risk incarceration in government prisons, whom only Pharos can be guaranteed to contain.’

Tinsley stared at him.

‘There’s been an incident at one of our facilities and a prisoner who was never intended for release has managed to get out,’ Rupert said. ‘We need to get him back. Immediately.’

Tinsley’s heart was hammering. She’d never actually seen Dash’s body. ‘He’s not dead, is he?’

Rupert shook his head.

Tinsley gasped, her voice shaking. ‘How could you? How could you let him go?’

‘We didn’t. There was an earthquake,’ Rupert said. ‘He escaped.’ His voice was laced with concern.

‘So Dash is on the run?’ the woman said.

Rupert nodded. ‘Yes, but we’re going to find him. I promise.’


He stepped forward and wrapped the woman in his muscly arms.

Tinsley could feel the tears stinging her eyes.

‘But he was dead,’ she said, her words muffled against his chest.

Rupert hugged her more tightly before Tinsley stepped back from his embrace. ‘You told me he was dead. His parents think that – the children think that – and if he’s not . . . that means we’re still married and I can’t marry you.’

‘It will be okay,’ Rupert said. ‘We’ll find him and when we do I can assure you that no one is ever going to see him again.’

He turned and walked to the wall of screens, opened a drawer and removed a phone before hurrying back to Tinsley. ‘I want you to keep this with you at all times. If anything happens – an emergency – dial one and it will go straight to me, no matter where I am.’

Tinsley nodded. ‘What if you don’t find him? If he gets in contact with his parents or the children?’


Rupert shook his head. ‘We won’t let that happen. Trust me.’

Tinsley was trembling. ‘Rupert, you must promise me something.’

‘Of course,’ he replied.

‘When you find him, you need to make sure that he can never, ever return,’ Tinsley said.

A look passed between them – Rupert knew exactly what it was that she was asking.
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The jet had departed London at seven in the evening. After dinner on the plane, Ed decreed that the twins should shower and sleep. Once they arrived in New Zealand there would be no time to rest. Ed had arranged for a commercial helicopter to fly them straight out to the farm from which Pharos maintained their secure facility. Once there, they would take motorbikes and four wheelers to the remote prison site. There was no indication of what they’d find once they arrived. News of the earthquake damage was still only filtering through and worryingly there had been no contact with the agents who were permanently stationed at the farm.

It came as no surprise to anyone that Kensy managed a full eight hours of sleep, snoring her head off. Max tossed and turned for ages before finding some earplugs to tune out his sister’s nocturnal chorus. Ed, Fitz and Song had all slept spread out across the Bombardier 7500, which, in addition to the fully fitted bedroom, had flatbed seats and a long couch opposite a wall-mounted television.

Now, the smell of freshly ground coffee hinted that breakfast was on its way. Courtney and Daniel, the two Pharos flight attendants – also highly trained agents – were busy preparing things in the galley.

The twins had just finished a spirited game of UNO.

‘You know, I let you win this time,’ Kensy said. ‘So you wouldn’t feel like such a loser.’ The girl had trounced her brother in the first three rounds.

‘Really,’ Max wrinkled his lip. ‘Since when have you ever thrown a game to make me feel better?’


Kensy clucked her tongue, considering her brother’s words. ‘Yeah, you’re probably right.’

‘Okay, kids, put that away. We need to talk about what’s going to happen when we land,’ Ed said. He was standing in the doorway of the bedroom and had not long emerged from the shower – his hair was still wet.

Max slipped the cards into their packet. His father sat down across the aisle next to Song while Fitz was on the other side of the table. Courtney served the men coffee and placed two berry smoothies in front of the twins. Ed waited until she had returned to the galley and closed the soundproof door before commencing their discussions.

For a moment Max wondered if Daniel and Courtney, and their pilots, Jane and Rod, had any idea why they were en route to Queenstown. Probably not, given their father had instructed the children before they boarded that there was to be no talk of the mission outside of the family circle.

Song was poring over a map that was spread out in front of him.


‘Jane said she’s had word from the Queenstown tower that there’s no damage to the runway and the town seems to have got off relatively unscathed. The epicentre was in the mountains, and, from what we’ve learned, very close to our facility,’ Fitz said. ‘Extremely unlucky for us.’

‘And super lucky for Dash and Percy,’ Kensy said. She suddenly had a thought. ‘Are you sure they’re actually gone?’

Ed nodded. ‘The men have implants that allow for tracking, among other things. They’re on the move, so we know they’re alive.’

Kensy looked at her brother, slightly horrified by this revelation.

‘Implants where? Do we have them too?’ Kensy demanded. She felt like she was living in a science-fiction movie.

‘The device is in the neck. And you don’t have one – this technology is reserved for our special friends,’ Ed explained. ‘Thank heavens Mother had one put into Percy when the gadgets were developed. He certainly wouldn’t have got one when he was first incarcerated.’


Kensy felt slightly relieved, but realised there was still so much she had no idea about when it came to the machinations of Pharos.

‘Who was looking after them?’ Max asked.

‘The facility is manned by three of our most-trusted agents – a woman by the name of Rosie Froggatt and her two bachelor sons, Evan and Doug,’ Fitz said. ‘She’s been in charge for years and was a very good friend of your grandfather’s back in England. She and the boys run the farm as well.’

Kensy eyeballed the man. ‘So there’s just the three of them?’

‘There was Harold, Rosie’s husband, but the poor chap suffered a massive heart attack and passed away in his forties,’ Fitz said.

‘Really? Are you sure? That’s what everyone thought happened to Grandpa Dominic too,’ Max said.

‘That’s what we were told,’ Fitz said. ‘Anyway, the place is extraordinarily secure – under normal circumstances.’

‘So what’s happened to Rosie and her sons?’ Max asked.


Song looked across at the boy. ‘It is impossible to say Master Maxim. We have been unable to communicate with them since the earthquake. Your grandmother says that the last time she heard from Rosie was via the woman’s recorded weekly report, which Cordelia accessed on Thursday morning, and everything was in order at the time.’

Max thought for a moment. It had been more than three days since then and over a day since the earthquake.

‘Do you think Dash and Percy could have overpowered them somehow?’ Kensy said.

‘It is unlikely. They are highly trained agents, but a natural disaster has no rules of engagement. We can only hope for the best,’ Song said.

‘Right, kids – pay attention,’ Ed said, leaning over the map. ‘I want you to commit as much of this to memory as you can. I know that won’t be a problem for you, Max, but, Kensy, you really need to focus.’

‘Seriously, how come Max got a photographic memory and I didn’t?’ Kensy moaned. ‘It’s not fair.’


‘You’re good at a lot of other things – it all evens out,’ her father said.

Kensy touched the little metal box in her pocket containing Ferdinand, her bee drone, and realised that what her father said was true. Max didn’t spend hours in the workshop making tiny mechanical creations the way she did.

The children followed their father’s finger as he outlined the location of Queenstown and surrounds relative to the location of the Pharos facility.

‘I know that place,’ Kensy said. ‘It’s on the other side of Lake Wakatipu – the only access is by boat or air.’

Ed nodded. ‘Moonlight Cove.’

‘It’s pretty close to Queenstown. We lived there for seven months – wasn’t that a bit risky, Dad?’ Max asked.

A few years ago – when the family had still been maintaining a clandestine life away from Pharos – Ed, Anna, Fitz and the twins had done a ski season in Queenstown. The twins had gone to a local school and Anna and Ed had worked at Cardrona – a resort on the top of the Crown Range.

‘Yes, it was a bit,’ Fitz said. ‘Do you remember the time we took that boat out fishing on the lake and those two jet skis were haring about?’

‘One of them almost ran into us,’ Kensy said.

Her father and Fitz nodded. ‘That was Evan and Doug making sure we didn’t get too close.’

‘Weren’t you worried that one of them might recognise you?’ Max asked.

‘Not really. Everyone thought your mother, Fitz and I were dead, and I hadn’t seen either of them for several years before we disappeared,’ the man replied. ‘It was cheeky of us to go near the place, but I was keen to see if anything obvious at the farm had changed.’

‘Security hadn’t, that’s for sure,’ Fitz said.

Ed pointed at the map again and began explaining. The 21,000-hectare spread known as Moonlight Cove had been in the Spencer family for more than a century. It was officially a working farm, however, when Dominic was still alive he decided it was also the perfect place to maintain their own prison of sorts – for the criminals deemed too heinous to hand over to any government organisation.

There had only been a handful of occupants in the ensuing years, which in itself was a good thing, and none of them had ever breached security. The facility was built to guarantee its prisoners could never unleash their particular brand of cruelty on the world ever again.

Inmates resided in individual cells equipped with everything they needed to be able to look after themselves and contained within a large underground bunker. Cordelia ensured that prisoners had access to their own well-stocked library, and movies too, but there was no live television or ways to communicate with the outside world. The twins thought it sounded a little bit like the bunker where their grandparents had been held by Dash Chalmers. Poetic justice, really, that he’d see out his days in a similar situation. Except now he was gone.

‘What if Dash and Percy have made their escape overland?’ Kensy said, pointing at several towns on the map. ‘Couldn’t they potentially reach one of those places?’

‘Not unless they’re part mountain goat,’ Fitz said. ‘The terrain is treacherous, and you know how quickly the weather can change.’

Kensy nodded.

‘I have installed the tracking software on everyone’s watches, so we will all be able to see where they are,’ Song said. ‘We have packs with enough supplies to last a week if necessary, and there are clothes for everyone to change into before we land. If anyone asks, we are on a family hunting expedition and Fitz is our guide.’

Kensy wrinkled her nose. ‘I hate hunting.’

Max looked across the table at his sister. ‘You know that’s not actually what we’re doing, Kensy – it’s just a cover for why we’re heading out into the mountains.’

‘Well, obviously,’ Kensy said giving her brother a sneer.

Her father cleared away the map as Daniel and Courtney served their breakfast.

‘This looks great. I’m starving,’ Max said, ogling the plate of fried eggs, tomato, bacon and hash browns with a side serve of sausages and toast. ‘Thank you.’

Daniel smiled at him. ‘You’re welcome.’

The co-pilot Rod’s voice came over the speakers. ‘Good morning, everyone. We’ll be landing in Queenstown in about an hour’s time. I’ve got immigration on standby to meet the plane. I’ll let you know when we commence our descent.’

Kensy waited until Daniel had returned to the galley to speak.

‘Surely it won’t be too hard to find them,’ she said, scooping some scrambled eggs onto her fork. ‘One of them could be injured for all we know.’

‘Never underestimate your enemy, Miss Kensington,’ Song said. ‘We must assume the worst and hope for the best.’

‘Did Confucius say that?’ the girl asked.

‘No, I believe that was a former English Prime Minister, Benjamin Disraeli,’ Song said. ‘But I’m sure if Confucius had thought of it, he would have said it first.’

Kensy rolled her eyes. ‘Sure he would.’
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Curtis Pepper opened his bedroom door. Everything was exactly as he’d left it – which was to be expected really. When his parents had taken up Dame Spencer’s offer for Curtis to join the Pharos trainee program and move the family to London in the process, only their clothes and some of their more precious items had gone with them.

Dame Spencer had provided the furnishings in their new home, meaning their house in McMahon’s Point was available to the family whenever they returned to Sydney. Given the property was attached to the house Dame Spencer had grown up in – which was now completely renovated in full Pharos mode – it had been considered the best option. Cordelia didn’t want any nosey neighbours.

The Peppers had returned to Sydney for Curtis’s great uncle’s ninetieth birthday, and would be there for the whole of the half-term break. He’d missed the last day of school in London and the cross country, which was disappointing but not the worst thing in the world.

‘Curtis, do you want to pop up to the shops for me?’ His mother called from the kitchen. His father was down in the garage, tinkering with the car. ‘We need milk.’

‘Sure, Mum,’ the boy called back.

He was keen to have a walk around his old neighbourhood. There were several things he realised he’d been missing – like the harbour and the sunshine. The Thames and London weather didn’t quite compare.

He wondered whether the man with the Mercedes who lived around the corner was still doing dodgy deals. Not that he ever knew that for sure, but before Pharos, Curtis had liked to think he was a spy – monitoring the residents and making sure that there was nothing untoward going on. Perhaps it had been the universe’s way of making sure that he was ready when the opportunity to become a real spy arose. He loved being a trainee agent, and never imagined that, at thirteen years of age, he’d be leading such an exciting life.

Curtis grabbed a shopping bag and some money from his mother and headed out the door.

‘I might be a while, if that’s okay,’ he told her. He was planning to have a wander before he headed up to the shops.

It was a sparkling spring day. The jacarandas were heavy with purple flowers and buzzing with bees. Curtis walked along the streets. As he passed by the Chalmers residence, he couldn’t help but look up. The house had been freshly painted – the pink of old replaced with a stylish grey palette, while the parts of the garden you could see from the road below were a picture of blossom trees and roses.


Curtis was aware that Ellery and Van were back at Wentworth Grammar after their adventure in New York and the tragic death of their father, but he hadn’t heard from them. Not that he expected he would – they hadn’t exactly been besties. The fact that he and his parents had moved to London and then he’d turned up with Kensy and Max and their family in New York must have been a bit puzzling.

Curtis continued on down to the reserve at the point, where he sat on one of the picnic seats and watched the yachts for a while. He closed his eyes and was enjoying the warmth of the sun on his face when suddenly it was blocked out.

‘I thought it was you.’ It was a girl’s voice.

Curtis’s eyes sprang open.

‘What are you doing here? Have you moved back?’ Ellery Chalmers demanded, her hands perched on her hips.

Curtis frowned and shook his head. ‘Hi, Ellery,’ he said.

She stared at him. ‘Then what are you doing here? You’re not invited to the wedding, are you?’ She fired questions like bullets.


Curtis stood up. He didn’t feel comfortable with her standing over him – it was a reminder of the days of old.

‘What wedding?’ he asked.

Ellery wrinkled her nose. ‘Didn’t Kensy and Max tell you? Our mother is getting married to Rupert Spencer next weekend. We’re going to be their cousins.’

‘Oh, wow – that’s great,’ he said, then bit his lip, speculating whether that had been the right response. He hesitated then asked. ‘Isn’t it?’

Ellery nodded. ‘Yes. Rupert’s amazing. Van and I even helped him plan the proposal.’

Curtis exhaled, relieved to have got something right with the girl.

The twins had kept news of the wedding close to their chests, but Curtis decided it was none of his business who Rupert Spencer married. There was no reason to think he or his family would be invited to the celebration.

Curtis looked more closely at Ellery. She seemed different to the last time he’d seen her. Maybe she was taller, and he thought her hair was lighter. He wondered if she knew about Pharos, given Rupert was one of the organisation’s top men. Keeping his life of international espionage a secret from his new wife would be difficult.

‘You still haven’t told me what you’re doing here,’ Ellery said.

Curtis tucked the shopping bag under his arm.

‘I was on my way to the shops,’ he said.

Ellery shook her head. ‘I don’t mean what are you doing right now. I mean, why are you back? Don’t you live in London?’

Curtis nodded. ‘Oh – yeah, of course. It’s half-term break and we’ve come for Mum’s uncle’s ninetieth birthday. We needed to make sure that everything was okay at the house too. We’ll only be here for a couple of weeks.’

‘Oh, okay,’ Ellery said. ‘I’m going to be Mum’s bridesmaid and Van is the best man.’ There was an obvious note of excitement in her voice.

‘I’m really glad you’re happy about the wedding,’ Curtis said. He was a little bit surprised, although it had been over a year since her father had died.


‘Why wouldn’t I be?’ she said. ‘Rupert cares about us a lot and it’s pretty obvious how much he loves Mum.’

‘Does Rupert still work for the Beacon?’ Curtis asked, trying to gauge if Ellery knew anything about Pharos.

‘I think so,’ she said with a shrug.

Curtis felt a sense of relief that Ellery didn’t seem to know anything about Pharos – but if she did, and she was just keeping quiet, then all power to her. That was what you had to do when you were a spy.

‘So when are Kensy and Max arriving?’ Curtis asked.

‘I’m not sure. Mum and Rupert only decided on the date a couple of weeks ago,’ Ellery said. ‘It’s all been a bit of a rush.’

‘I’ll message them and see what’s happening,’ the boy replied.

A trio of fishermen dressed in checked shirts, shorts and gumboots walked past with buckets and rods. Curtis recognised one of the old chaps and gave him a smile. The fellow grinned. ‘Haven’t seen you for a while, kid – good to have you back.’


Ellery turned and looked at the men as they headed for the pier.

‘He’s right, you know,’ the girl said.

Curtis frowned.

‘It is good to have you back,’ Ellery said, then quite unexpectedly leaned in and gave the boy a hug.
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Curtis had a strange feeling as he walked back up Blues Point Road to the shops. Maybe he’d missed Sydney more than he was prepared to admit. Perhaps one day he’d come back for good. Surely Pharos needed agents stationed in different parts of the world – though the idea of leaving Kensy and Max didn’t sit well.

He pushed the thought aside as he dropped in to see Helen at the bookshop. They had a good long chat, though there was so much about his life in London he couldn’t tell her. She seemed thrilled enough to hear about his regular behind-the-scenes visits to the Victoria and Albert Museum with his mother, and that some of her favourite haunts were now his too. As he was leaving, she popped a couple of new releases into his shopping bag, telling him she’d got them from the sales reps. He wasn’t sure if that was true, but he was very grateful as he only had ten dollars on him.

Curtis finally got the milk and set off for home. He pulled his phone out of his pocket and typed a message to Max as he walked.

Hey, how’s it going? Just ran into Ellery. She gave me a hug (weird) and told me her mum and Rupert are getting married next weekend. That was a surprise. When are you getting here? Weather is good. C

Curtis pressed send then put his phone away. As it was the early hours of the morning in England, he wasn’t expecting an immediate answer and was surprised when it pinged.

Better Ellery giving hugs than a basting. Not sure when we’ll be arriving but will keep you posted. Only just found out about the wedding too. Surprise for us as well. M

Curtis wrote straight back.

Go to sleep. Talk tomorrow. C


Curtis saw the three dots that said Max was typing, but after watching the screen for a couple of minutes there was no message. It was a bit odd, but never mind. He would wait until later tonight and give Max a call.

Curtis turned the corner into Waiwera Street and saw the electric gates at number two slide back and the garage door open. A sleek black Audi drove up the driveway.

‘Rupert!’ the boy called. The car stopped and the man lowered the driver’s window.

‘Hello there,’ Rupert said.

Curtis grinned. He ducked his head lower to see Tinsley in the passenger seat.

‘I hear congratulations are in order,’ the boy said.

Rupert nodded. Tinsley did too, but there was a tight smile on her face that belied the excitement of a bride to be.

‘News travels fast,’ Rupert said. ‘Who told you?’

Curtis explained that he’d run into Ellery down at the park and that she was super excited about Rupert becoming her stepdad. He thought hearing that would make Tinsley happy, but the tension on her face only seemed to get tighter. He wondered if everything was all right between the couple. They could have had an argument for all he knew.

‘Do you live here now?’ Curtis asked Tinsley. Maybe the Chalmers’ house had been sold – it would make sense that new owners might have had it painted.

‘No – it’s just me,’ Rupert said, ‘though the place will be empty again once we get married and I move around the corner with Tins and the kids. Look, we’d love to stay and chat but I’m afraid I’ve got a plane to catch.’

At the mention of this, Curtis noticed Tinsley’s fists clench and she took a deep breath.

‘Is everything okay?’ the boy asked.

‘It will be,’ Rupert said, somewhat mysteriously. He looked over at his fiancée. ‘It will, darling, I promise you.’

‘Has something happened in England?’ Curtis asked. ‘It’s not Dame Spencer, is it?’

Tinsley peered across at the boy. ‘How well do you know Rupert’s mother?’


Curtis frowned. ‘I go to the same school as Kensy and Max, and we live across the road from each other, so I see a bit of her from time to time.’

Tinsley looked at Rupert, who raised his eyebrows at the woman.

‘So the Peppers . . .’ Tinsley began. Rupert cut her off, but not before Curtis realised what she was asking. Tinsley must know about Pharos, even if Ellery didn’t.

‘Not now, darling. I’ll tell you everything as soon as we clear up that small problem.’

Curtis frowned again.

‘Keep an eye on things for me while I’m away, okay,’ Rupert said quietly to Curtis. He gave the boy a nod, then raised the window. The Audi sped to the end of the road and turned left.
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Magoo MacGregor looked around his unusually tidy office. The files he’d left piled high on the cabinet were gone, no doubt sorted alphabetically in the drawers below; the towers of books that had been threatening to fall were back on the shelves; and there wasn’t a speck of dust. It certainly hadn’t been that way when he’d left it on Friday afternoon but now, as if by magic, it was pristine.

He shouldn’t have been surprised. Daphne never headed off on term break without ensuring that everything was just so – even if it meant spending the first Saturday of the holidays cleaning and sorting. She’d already left by the time he arrived, but he would send her flowers as a thank you. He didn’t do that enough. Thank people. By and large they were a good lot, the staff of Central London Free School, although Romilly Vanden Boom was a thorn in his side. The woman was too clever for her own good at times, and she was ambitious. He was worried about her position on the Inventions Team. Tippie didn’t take kindly to being challenged. Magoo well knew that himself.

He’d come into the office this afternoon to do some paperwork. It had been a hectic start to the new school year and, quite frankly, Magoo was feeling a bit down in his cups. Being a headmaster hadn’t exactly been his dream job when he was a young Pharos trainee. He’d sort of fallen into teaching, and then into headmastering, and, while there were times he loved the role more than he could have ever imagined, things were increasingly tedious.


These days, Magoo was getting more and more fed up with the bubble-wrapped regular students and their hovering helicopter and bolshy bulldozer parents forging their paths. Children had to learn to stand on their own two feet. It would be far easier if the school was strictly for Pharos trainees, but then the budding spies wouldn’t learn nearly as quickly about covert operations. He understood the theory behind the two-tiered population, but there were days it was difficult. He’d recently mixed up a couple of new lads – one Pharos and the other not – which was highly embarrassing and potentially very dangerous. It was Romilly who had pointed out his error – of course. The woman really did think she knew everything.

Magoo rubbed his temples in a bid to stave off the headache that had been threatening for days now. He’d been getting more and more of them recently – probably not helped by spending hours on end contemplating his navel. But he couldn’t help it. Maybe it was the onset of middle age and the notion that life was passing him by. Perhaps it was the fact that he and Tippie had never been blessed with children of their own and now he was fed up with taking care of everyone else’s. His job didn’t have quite the same glamour as that of a field agent, nor of his wife’s role as head of the Inventions Team. Tippie was always coming up with marvellous ideas and making gadgets he wished he could have access to, but there wasn’t really any need for the headmaster to have a DNA scanner or a set of X-ray glasses, was there?

Magoo’s mobile phone rang, pulling him out of his thoughts. He looked at the screen and picked it up.

‘Hello, Tippie,’ he said. ‘What’s happening?’

Magoo listened while his wife complained – again – that she really didn’t want to go to dinner at Cordelia’s tonight. Her aversion to the gathering had only increased since learning that Romilly was also attending. Tippie frequently grumbled that Romilly was always trying to upstage her – even if the woman’s inventions were rather good.

‘Don’t worry, darling. I’m sure it will be fine. I’ll be home soon,’ Magoo said. The man had switched off mid-tirade. He’d heard it all before and had actually been looking forward to dinner. Perhaps he could ask Cordelia if there were any interesting positions opening up. Maybe he could do a stint overseas, though he couldn’t imagine Tippie wanting to give up her job. Head of the Inventions Team was one of the most exciting roles within Pharos. On second thought, perhaps it wasn’t worth saying anything. He’d approached Cordelia in the past and asked whether he might change things up, but his requests had always been rebuffed on the premise that he was very good at what he did and Central London Free School needed him. That wasn’t in any doubt, but he still wanted a change. Cordelia wouldn’t be around forever. Maybe things would happen for him then.
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Kensy pressed her face against the window as the plane made its descent into the valley. She was thinking about all of the places they’d loved to visit when they’d lived in Queenstown. It was a small town with a big personality – there was always something to do, and not only on the mountains. There had been several students in her and Max’s class whose parents followed the snow seasons – just like their parents had – but it was a town where people stayed long-term as well.

‘Look at the new shops,’ Max said, pointing at the complex that had been a construction site when they’d left.

‘I wish we could take a proper nosy around,’ Kensy said.

Her father frowned at her.

‘I know – we’re here for work. But if we catch Dash and Percy and there’s time, can we go and say hello to some of our friends?’ the girl asked.

Ed bit his lip. ‘Let’s just see how things play out, shall we?’

The jet touched down on the runway and braked hard before taxiing towards the edge of the terminal area.

‘Welcome to Queenstown,’ Jane said over the intercom. ‘Won’t be long and we’ll get the immigration official on board. Your helicopter is standing by ready for departure.’

The government agent was a young woman with a beaming smile and a long dark ponytail. She greeted everyone and was very swift getting the paperwork sorted. As the family followed her down the stairs to the tarmac, she turned and smiled again.

‘Enjoy the hunt,’ she said.

‘What did you say?’ Kensy asked, shocked. How did she know what they were up to?

The woman pointed at the customs official checking several gun cases and bags that had been unloaded from the cargo hold, along with backpacks.

‘I gather you’re here on a hunting trip,’ she said. ‘We’ve had quite a few groups through the airport lately. My brother’s a guide and the weather is good at the moment – although you’re going to have to take care in the mountains after the earthquake. There’s been a lot of landslips and I’ve heard there are some pretty big cracks in the earth in places. We were really lucky down here in town.’


Kensy let out the air she was holding and nodded. ‘Of course.’

The woman grinned. ‘Have fun.’

Fun. Kensy didn’t think that was quite the right word, really, but whatever happened in the next little while was bound to be interesting, that was for sure.
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‘You know we’re probably going to die out here,’ Dash Chalmers said as he hauled himself upwards, his fingers clawing at the rock face while he tried to find footholds on the jagged schist.

The man above him turned around. ‘You can, but that’s not my plan.’ His foot slipped on a loose section of stone and a shower of debris rained down, causing Dash to swear.

It had been dark when the earth shuddered and shook for longer than Dash cared to remember. For several minutes, he had felt as if he was on a boat in a storm. When he’d grabbed a torch from the bedside table, he’d been able to see that the entire wall beside him had shifted. For the first time, he could see what was outside his prison cell. He’d crawled through the narrow gap without a second’s hesitation, emerging in what appeared to be a hallway.

He’d had no idea where he was or if there was a way out, but he’d had to try. After a few seconds, he’d seen another light and realised he wasn’t alone.

Dash hadn’t known if the other man was one of his gaolers or a fellow prisoner. The pair had considered each other warily for several seconds before realising that they had, in fact, been neighbours. Three-foot thick concrete walls had ensured a certain amount of privacy.

They’d immediately set off to see what else they could find. Their prison, deep beneath the earth and encased in rock and concrete, had reminded Dash a little of his own development at Cherry Tree Farm – however he believed he’d been a much better host to his guests. He’d given them work to do – real work, not just cooking and cleaning and washing. Dash had never done any of that for himself before his imprisonment, and he wasn’t particularly enjoying it now. His only forms of entertainment were reading and watching movies, though recently he’d started writing his memoir. It was bound to be a bestseller if he could ever get it in front of a publisher.

When it became clear that there was no one else about, the men, who had introduced each other with their first names only, had taken food and clothes from their bunkers. The other prisoner – Percy – had found an empty sack to put it all in. There was a first-aid kit too – very basic, but at least they had a small supply of antiseptic and bandages. Dash, on the other hand, had taken the papers on which he was penning his autobiography – he couldn’t possibly leave those behind. They were far too precious.

Dash had found the exit first. A long circular shaft. At the top he could see the moon and the stars, guiding them from their prison. They had climbed up and up for what had felt like an age, listening to the groaning of the structure around them and the aftershocks that came – some barely noticeable and others sharp and violent – were worrisome.

They had thought that surely someone would be waiting for them at ground level, but at the top it became apparent that they were alone – unless their captors were under one of the gigantic rocks that had come crashing down the mountainside. Dash had seen several dead sheep with injuries that could only have been caused by something large rolling over the top of them.

In the light of a full moon, the men had realised that what they first thought were clouds was actually a vast mountain range. Otherworldly, almost. They could have been anywhere. The Alps in Europe, the Scottish Highlands, Russia, somewhere in the Americas. There was no way of knowing – yet.

‘Where are we headed?’ Dash demanded. Having shivered through one night already in the wilderness, he was keen to know if his fellow escapee had formulated any sort of plan.


‘Your guess is as good as mine,’ the other fellow replied.

‘You won’t leave me, will you?’ Dash whined. ‘You have to take me with you.’

‘Well, I guess that depends on how useful you are. And at the moment, you’re a pain in my bony backside,’ Percy said.

‘I don’t mean to be,’ Dash said.

‘Why were you a guest of Cordelia’s?’ Percy asked.

Despite embarking on their escape together, the men hadn’t engaged in small talk, focusing instead on getting as far away from the place they’d been held as possible. Even when they’d stopped for the night they had both spent the evening in their own heads.

Dash had had months to reflect on what had happened, and for the life of him he couldn’t think why Cordelia had been so angry. It’s not as if he’d killed anyone on purpose. It was their own fault – for getting in his way, for making him look bad, for being annoying. And he’d given that pair of scientists the most extraordinary opportunity to create brand-new diseases and their cures – not that they’d ever get any credit for it. It was rather a pity he hadn’t realised they were Anna Spencer’s parents. He’d still be at the peak of his career if it wasn’t for that pesky Spencer family and their meddling.

Dash missed his own family terribly. He couldn’t wait to see Tinsley and the children. They’d be very happy to have him home again.

‘Lost your tongue?’ Percy said as he sent another shower of stones down on top of Dash.

‘I shouldn’t be here,’ Dash said. ‘None of it was my fault. And you haven’t told me what got you sent to Siberia.’

‘Revenge,’ Percy said mysteriously, and left it at that.

The men continued their trek up and up until they reached a summit from which they could see everything for miles. Mountains and a lake and . . . helicopters.

‘Take cover!’ Percy yelled, pointing to the approaching aircraft.

The pair dove behind a rocky outcrop and lay low as two Jet Rangers sped overhead. Dash wasn’t sure if the choppers were looking for him and Percy, but he didn’t want to find out anytime soon.

‘We have to move,’ Percy ordered. ‘There.’ He pointed at what seemed to be a hut in the distance. ‘We need to get down there before dark.’

Dash could already feel the blisters forming on his heels. He despised pain. He couldn’t imagine he was going to enjoy any of this, but he’d do whatever was necessary to get home to his adoring family.
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The helicopter rose into the sky and sped away from the airport, flying across the Kawarau River to the south, parallel to The Remarkables.

Kensy and Max were in the back, Song and Fitz were in the middle and Ed was up front next to the pilot – a middle-aged man with a thatch of grey hair and a ready smile named Roger.

Apparently, they’d been lucky to procure his services. Most choppers based in Queenstown were currently on reconnaissance duty, checking the area for damaged powerlines or other infrastructure problems following the quake. The roads to Kingston, Glenorchy and Cromwell were all blocked by landslips and the Crown Range was impassable too – the only way in and out for the time being was by air.

Ideally, Ed would have liked to hire a helicopter they would fly themselves but, despite his best efforts, there was nothing available due to the government commandeering the local fleet. He hoped there was still the option of the farm chopper at Moonlight Cove – if it had come through the quake unscathed.

‘Look!’ Max said, then pointed at a pile of boulders that had clearly hurtled down the mountainside, wiping out several fences and sheds before coming to rest in paddocks on the other side of the road.

‘Yes, the people down there were lucky,’ Roger said. ‘Haven’t heard any reports of significant damage, though there’s a rock the size of a Volkswagen Beetle in the middle of a mate’s driveway.’


The ride to Moonlight Cove was short. As they crossed Lake Wakatipu, the farm was obvious in the distance, nestled into a valley and surrounded on two sides by steep mountains. The fields, bordered by hedges of conifers, looked like green velvet in the first rays of morning sunshine. There was a flock of sheep in one of the paddocks closest to the water. A river snaked its way down from the mountains along the edge of the farm, depositing its crystal waters into the lake.

There were a number of buildings dotted all over the property, and farm roads too. It was hard to see if anything was damaged.

Apart from the sheep, there were no other signs of life.

The chopper landed in a vacant paddock that was far enough from the homestead that it was impossible to see whether the place was in one piece. Roger had offered to put them down closer, but Ed said the field was fine. They couldn’t afford for him to get nosy. The family pitched in to help unload everything before Roger gave a wave and disappeared into the blue sky.


If anyone was about, they certainly weren’t providing a welcome party. Ed was surprised that there were no barking dogs, either. Rosie and the boys had always had at least three sheepdogs on the property.

Kensy and Max grabbed their rucksacks and followed their father towards the house while Song and Fitz organised the rest of their belongings. The long single-storey homestead was built in a colonial style, painted white with a red roof. The adjacent farm buildings matched in with the colour scheme. As they got closer, they could see some damage to the roof, where sheets of iron had peeled away, and there were several cracked windows, but otherwise the place seemed to be in pretty good shape.

‘Rosie, are you here?’ Ed called out. He knocked, then turned the handle on the front door and was surprised to find it locked. He’d never known that to be the case and had no reason to think things would have changed. In fact, Evan had once said that if he locked the door it would stay that way forever, as no one could remember where the key was.


‘Evan! Doug!’ Ed called. Kensy and Max walked along the veranda, peering through the windows.

‘See if you can get into the house,’ Ed said to the twins. ‘I’ll take a quick look in the sheds.’

The twins hurried around the back, where Kensy tried the kitchen door. It was unlocked.

The pair ran through, poking their heads into the various rooms and calling Rosie’s name. Apart from a few books littering the lounge room floor and a smashed vase in the hall, the interior didn’t seem too worse for wear – though it did appear there was no one home.

As Kensy returned to the kitchen, she noticed a couple of saucepans on the stove. A closer inspection revealed that one contained broccoli and another, carrots and peas. On a chopping board by the sink, a cauliflower had been cut into pieces but was now dry and curled – as if it had been there for some time. It looked as if someone had been interrupted in the middle of dinner preparations. Kensy’s eyes went to the floor and she noticed a small head of cauliflower squashed flat. She dropped to her knees and scanned the immaculately clean floorboards for more clues.

‘What are you doing?’ Max asked, but Kensy held her hand in the air, ignoring him as she followed a trail of tiny marks that looked like traces of the aforementioned vegetable. Perhaps some of it had been stuck on the bottom of a shoe.

Their father appeared at the door. ‘Song and Fitz are taking a look further afield, but we didn’t find anyone in the sheds closest to the house,’ the man said, then spotted his daughter on all fours.

He looked at Max, who shrugged. Kensy stood up and hurried into the butler’s pantry.

Max and Ed followed her.

‘What is it, Kens?’ Ed said.

She pointed at the wall. ‘There,’ Kensy said.

Her father had no idea what she was referring to. Apart from several skillets and a variety of saucepans sitting along the rows of shelves, he couldn’t see anything particularly interesting.


One by one, Kensy picked up the pans, her frustration growing each time.

The girl sighed. ‘I must have been wrong,’ she said, and turned to leave.

Max realised what she’d been doing. He reached up and grabbed a small frypan that Kensy had missed. As he did, the wall pivoted, revealing a set of spiral steps.

Kensy’s eyes lit up. ‘Rosie!’ she called. But instead of a woman’s voice there was a loud woof and seconds later a border collie bounded out of the basement, barrelling straight into Kensy’s knees. It wagged its tail like a whip and danced around the girl’s legs.

‘Is Rosie down there?’ Kensy asked as she gave the animal a pat on the head.

The dog barked and jumped up on her at the mention of the woman’s name.

Kensy charged downstairs with her father, Max and the dog hot on her heels.

It was clear that the room at the base of the stairs was associated with the prison and Pharos. There was a bank of computers in the corner and a whole wall of screens – though only one of them seemed to be working.

The dog ran through another doorway and began whimpering loudly. Kensy and Max followed.

‘Dad, Rosie’s here!’ Kensy called out. Her father had been studying the screens and playing with the computer to see if he could get anything to work. Unfortunately, all surveillance seemed to be out other than the one camera, which was trained on a leaning water tower and a huge rock. He was also berating himself for not remembering the pantry’s entrance to the underground lair.

Ed turned and ran to join the twins. Kensy was kneeling beside Rosie, checking her pulse and breathing, while Max was assessing the woman for any outward sign of injury.

‘Rosie, can you hear me? It’s Ed,’ the man said calmly. ‘You’re going to be fine. We’re here.’ He wasn’t sure about that, but it was best to be positive.

‘What’s wrong with her?’ Kensy asked. Her father knelt down beside Rosie.


‘I’m not sure,’ Ed said.

But Max remembered something he’d seen upstairs. ‘I’ll be back in a minute,’ he said, and took off.

Interestingly, in spite of the age of the house, Kensy and Ed couldn’t hear his footsteps thudding on the floorboards. Kensy decided that the room was probably soundproof, bombproof and, fortunately, earthquake-proof – which is why they wouldn’t have heard the dog earlier.

Max soon returned, with Song and Fitz in tow. They’d just arrived in the kitchen when Max was heading back to the basement. He handed the bottle of pills he’d found in one of the bedrooms to his father.

Rosie’s name was on the prescription label. ‘They’re for low blood pressure,’ Ed said. ‘We need to get some fluids into her – fast.’

‘Let’s do a full body scan first,’ Fitz said. When Max had told him they’d found Rosie unconscious he’d grabbed the medical kit from his rucksack and taken it downstairs.

Fitz handed Ed the RUOK 5.0 scanner, which had recently been upgraded with a couple of new features and was still one of the most amazing inventions the children had ever seen. While Song prepped a syringe with a saline solution, Ed switched on the machine. A hologram of Rosie appeared beside her and within seconds they could see detailed vital signs. Her heartbeat was strong, though they needed to get her rehydrated quickly. Her left ankle was the size of a football and, while it wasn’t broken, it was badly sprained. There was also bump on her forehead the size of a chicken egg.

Ed nodded at Song, who injected the woman’s arm.

Fitz cradled Rosie’s head in his lap. They all watched the woman intently – the effect was almost instantaneous. Rosie took a deep breath and opened her eyes.

‘What happened?’ she sputtered, then moaned in pain as Fitz helped her sit up slowly. The border collie that had been hovering about nudged her cheek, clearly as relieved as everyone else that the woman was awake. For a few seconds, Rosie seemed completely discombobulated. Then she focused on the people standing around her. ‘Am I dreaming? Edward Spencer, what are you doing here?’

‘Looks like we arrived just in time,’ the man said with a smile. ‘You’re lucky Kensy’s been paying attention at school, Rosie. She followed a trail of breadcrumbs to the butler’s pantry and then realised there was probably a secret room under the house – which I only remembered after she found it. I think we might start calling her Gretel. I certainly would have taken a lot longer to find you.’

‘It wasn’t breadcrumbs, Dad. It was tiny pieces of squished cauliflower,’ Kensy said.

Her father smiled and gave a nod.

‘Do you remember what happened?’ Fitz asked as Song administered a painkiller.

Rosie frowned. ‘I tripped on the carpet and twisted my ankle, then I tried to stand and must have collapsed and hit my head.’ She touched the huge lump on her forehead. ‘I’d love a cup of tea.’

Song nodded and hurried back to the kitchen while Ed and Fitz stepped away to quietly discuss whether it was safe to move her. They decided that Rosie would be more comfortable in the main house and she would probably need bed rest.

Fitz scooped the woman into his arms and carried her up the winding staircase to the kitchen, where he set her down on one of the chairs at the table and quickly elevated and bandaged her damaged ankle.

The twins and the dog followed.

Rosie looked at each of her visitors. ‘What are you all doing here?’ she asked. The dog was now sitting beside her, with a paw on Rosie’s lap.

‘Darling Polly, I didn’t mean to frighten you,’ the woman said, a look of confusion on her face. Her wiry fingers fiddled with the buttons on her cardigan and she licked her cracked lips.

Max got Rosie a glass of water while Kensy filled Polly’s water bowl on the floor next to the fridge.

‘Thank you, young man,’ she said then touched his forearm. ‘You’re Max, aren’t you? And that would mean you’re Kensington.’ She looked at the girl. ‘Thank you for finding me.’

The twins nodded.

‘I know about you from Cordelia’s briefing to everyone when you mysteriously showed up after all those years away. And Song and Fitz, it’s been a long time since I’ve clapped eyes on you two – and Edward,’ Rosie said, between sips of water.

‘Rosie, please don’t talk too much,’ Ed said. ‘You need to rest.’

The woman frowned again. ‘You have to be joking, Edward Spencer. Me – keep quiet. You know that I could talk under water with a mouthful of marbles if the situation called for it.’

Ed chuckled. He’d forgotten that Rosie Froggatt was famous in Pharos circles for her ability to have a chat – with anyone, anywhere and at any time. And while she and her boys lived a solitary life on the farm, Rosie’s weekly trips to town meant that she kept active in the local community. There wasn’t a soul in the world who would suspect that this talkative elderly woman was also a highly trained spy as well as an accomplished farmer.

‘Rosie, where were the boys?’ Ed asked.

‘Aren’t they back?’ she asked, a row of frown lines on her forehead.

‘We haven’t seen them,’ Ed said.

Rosie rubbed her temples, still a bit foggy. She explained that her sons had taken the other two dogs, Finch and Scout, and gone after a mob of sheep that had pushed through a fence.

‘Do you remember when that was?’ Fitz pressed.

Rosie glanced at the paper calendar on the front of the fridge. She thought about it for a moment. ‘Late Thursday afternoon,’ she said. ‘I’d just ducked down to lodge my weekly report for your mother while I was getting dinner ready.’

‘And then what happened?’ Fitz asked.

‘I recorded and sent my message, then I remembered I needed cracked pepper for dinner. There’s a load of additional supplies in the storeroom down there. Occasionally I pilfer things if I haven’t had time to get to town. I was rushing and twisted my ankle and when I tried to stand up I must have blacked out. I remember waking up a few times and calling for help but no one was ever going to hear me in that space. Earlier in the day I’d taken some tablets for a migraine – they always make me drowsy and I’m not really supposed to have them – given my low blood pressure but . . . goodness!’ Rosie’s eyebrows jumped up. ‘I’ve got an appointment at the optician on Friday morning – I must be terribly late.’

‘More than you know,’ Ed said.

‘Why? What day is it?’ Rosie asked, a bewildered look on her face.

‘It is Sunday,’ Song said.

‘What?’ Rosie’s grey eyebrows jumped up. ‘Sunday! Have I been out to it all that time?’

The others could only assume so.

‘Do you remember anything about the earthquake?’ Fitz asked. Song placed a teacup in front of Rosie, which she thanked him for.

‘What earthquake?’ she asked.

Ed and the children looked at one another.


‘That’s why we’re here, Rosie,’ Ed said, as a loud rumble took everyone by surprise. It sounded as if a truck was coming past the house, but that was impossible.

‘The quake measured seven on the Richter scale,’ Song said. ‘There have been a number of aftershocks, including that one just now.’

Rosie’s lips formed a perfect O. ‘I suppose I should consider myself lucky that the house didn’t fall down on me then.’ Rosie stopped speaking and looked to be thinking about something. ‘But what about the boys? Where are they? Are they safe?’

Ed bit his lip. ‘We don’t know.’

‘Where was this quake? Milford Sound? Te Anau?’ she asked. ‘Surely not Queenstown – though they have been forecasting one for a while now. Apparently we’re about three hundred years overdue. Is the town all right?’

Fitz pulled a map out of his back pocket and spread it on the table. He pointed. ‘There. The epicentre was right there – deep in the ground. The town got off relatively unscathed – apparently very little damage.’


Rosie studied the map carefully before she finally spoke. ‘But that’s . . .’

The others nodded. She didn’t need to finish her sentence.

‘Are they gone?’ she asked.

‘Yes,’ Ed said. ‘Both of them – not that any of us knew about Percy.’

Rosie’s cheeks turned pink and she swallowed hard. Max thought she looked guilty as charged, or challenged, as it was.

‘Granny sent us to find them,’ Kensy said.

‘What about the control room? That’s where you found me. You should be able to see the camera feeds,’ Rosie said.

‘They’re all down, apart from one, and it’s above ground,’ Ed said.

Rosie shook her head. ‘That’s not good. We’ve never had tech problems before. The quake must have damaged the receivers.’

‘Try calling the boys on the back-to-base in the pantry,’ Rosie suggested, but Fitz had already checked it to find it was dead, and the phones were out as well. The only reason the house had any electricity was because of a generator in one of the sheds that had kicked in automatically when the power had been lost.

‘Is the chopper available?’ Ed asked.

‘Doug serviced it last week, but he was waiting for some parts to come in. I’m afraid it’s not going anywhere – I think it’s still in pieces in the hangar.’ Rosie paused for several seconds, then remembered. ‘But there’s an assortment of motorbikes and ATVs in the shed. And we had a fuel delivery on Monday. I just hope the tanks haven’t ruptured.’

Ed, Fitz and Song gathered together near the kitchen sink, talking in hushed tones.

At the table, Rosie was almost asleep. Her eyelids were heavy and her breathing had changed. The pain relief Song had given her had kicked in.

‘Dad,’ Max whispered to his father.

‘Righto, Rosie,’ Ed said. The woman’s eyes sprang open. ‘You’re off to bed. Song is going to stay here with you.’

She began to object, but then thought better of it. In her current state, she’d be no good to anyone.


‘There’s plenty of food in the pantry,’ Rosie said. ‘Help yourselves and take whatever you need.’

‘Thanks, Rosie, we’ll be out of here as soon as we’ve got everything organised,’ Ed said.

‘Do you know if Evan and Doug would have taken any guns with them?’ Fitz asked.

Rosie shrugged. ‘I don’t think so, but check the gun safe. It’s in the shed nearest the house. Combination is my PA number.’ She reeled it off. As Song escorted Rosie to the doorway, she turned around.

‘Be careful out there,’ she said. ‘And please bring my boys home alive. I really don’t care what happens to the other two.’
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Cordelia was looking forward to finally having the opportunity to find out more about Tippie and Magoo’s subterranean library. It – and the strange coded note Max had found in the headmaster’s study at school – had been on her mind for months now, since the boy had told her about them when they were on holiday in Portugal.

The parts of the note they’d managed to decode contained Kensy’s, Max’s and Song’s names and the words future, imminent, threat and birthright, as well as the phrases Romilly must be stopped and Romilly is a danger to us all. Cordelia’s own name had recently been discovered too.

Perhaps it meant nothing, but one could never be too careful. And the MacGregors’ library cellar was intriguing, particularly as it had been described to Cordelia as an almost exact replica of, though much smaller than, the library at Alexandria. While it was often said that imitation is the sincerest form of flattery, this was bizarre. And definitely not on the registered plans of the MacGregors’ home held by Pharos in the event of an emergency.

Tonight, Cordelia would set the bait and see what she reeled in. She had sent out the dinner invitation weeks ago, after Tippie had declined two earlier events. The MacGregors’ social calendar was apparently busier than most, but Cordelia knew Tippie wouldn’t turn her down a third time. Even she wasn’t that silly.

Anna was joining the party, along with Romilly Vanden Boom, whom Cordelia had invited based on what had been said about her in the note. Of course, the MacGregors and Romilly would think that they were all there as a belated thank you for their efforts with the STEM team at the World Championships. Ed’s sudden absence was easily explained, as the man was often away on business. So it was just the five of them – nice and cosy.

Cordelia walked through to the kitchen and took a deep breath.

‘That sauce smells wonderful,’ she said to Sidney, who was busy turning the meat in the frypan. ‘I’m glad that you suggested the Tuscan meatballs tonight.’

‘They were such a hit while we were away, I thought I would try again,’ the man replied.

Cordelia grabbed an apron from the hook inside the pantry door, tied it over her black pants and cream silk blouse, then pulled a skewer from one of the drawers and pricked several potatoes that were simmering away in a large pot on the stove. ‘These are done,’ she said, and set about making the mash with a generous dollop of butter, a splash of milk and sprinkle of chives.

‘I can do that, ma’am,’ Sidney said, but his boss shook her head.


‘Sidney, I’m not one of those hopeless types who can’t even mash a potato,’ the woman replied through a tense smile. ‘Besides, it gives me something to do – takes my mind off other things.’

Sidney glanced at her. ‘Have you heard anything?’

‘Only that the plane landed safely in Queenstown a little while ago. I asked Ed to let me know when they get to Moonlight Cove,’ Cordelia replied.

‘Hello.’ Anna’s voice drifted into the kitchen. She had parked in the underground garage and let herself up.

‘Oh, hello, dear.’ Cordelia walked towards her, wiping her hands on the apron before kissing her daughter-in-law on both cheeks.

‘Dinner smells wonderful,’ the woman remarked.

Sidney smiled.

Cordelia removed her apron and hung it up, then ushered Anna through to the sitting room. She wanted to chat about how they might play things this evening to best observe the dynamics between their guests. She also let Anna know that while she hadn’t heard from Ed yet, the plane had landed.

A short while later, the front doorbell rang, and then Sidney brought Romilly Vanden Boom through into the sitting room. Anna had to look twice to check that it was the teacher. This version of Romilly had clearly spent the afternoon at the hairdresser, and was wearing a very smart red dress with a matching trench coat over the top, quite unlike the flowing skirts and floral tops she usually favoured.

‘Hello, Romilly. Don’t you look lovely,’ Cordelia said as Sidney took the woman’s coat.

‘Thank you,’ she replied.

‘Your hair is fabulous,’ Anna said, wishing she’d made more of an effort herself. She couldn’t for the life of her think what it was that she had actually achieved today, apart from taking Wellie and Mac for a long walk to Chelsea and back. Cordelia had asked if the dogs could reside at Ponsonby Terrace until Song returned to Alexandria, given the pair caused Sidney no end of problems with his allergies. Anna was glad of the company now she was on her own.

‘I’m not sure I love it yet, but it might grow on me – or grow back to the way it was before,’ Romilly replied. Her dark hair had been styled into a tousled bob, which suited her very much.

The doorbell rang again and Romilly’s face tightened.

‘That will be Tippie and Magoo,’ Cordelia said, looking at Romilly.

The teacher pressed her lips together in a tight smile before she spoke. ‘How lovely, I haven’t seen them socially for ages.’

It was clear from the tension in Romilly’s voice that this was anything but lovely. Cordelia passed the woman a glass of champagne, watching as she gulped it down.

‘Oh, hello, you two,’ Cordelia said as Sidney ushered the pair into the room. She walked over to greet Magoo and his wife. Tippie was, as ever, a picture of elegance – her blonde hair styled to perfection and pink dress the latest in fashion. ‘I’m so glad that you could finally join me. You must be the most popular couple in London – always busy when I ask you to dinner.’

Magoo guffawed while Tippie made a great show of apologising for the invitations they’d had to refuse.

Then, having run out of excuses, Tippie turned to the other guests. ‘Hello, Anna,’ she said, greeting the woman, ‘and who do we have . . .?’ Tippie stopped in her tracks. She had been expecting Romilly Vanden Boom, but . . .

Tippie gasped. ‘Romilly? Is that you? My gosh, have you been on one of those makeover shows or something?’

You could have heard a pin drop. The way Tippie said it wasn’t exactly complimentary.

Magoo rescued his wife. ‘Darling, Romilly looks fabulous. Well done, Rom – the kids won’t recognise you with the new do, and I must say that dress is very fetching on you.’

A smile tickled Romilly’s red lips and she blushed.

Magoo glared at his wife. Tippie widened her eyes back at him before she turned to Romilly.


‘Of course, you look wonderful. I just never imagined that you . . .’ Her voice trailed off, much to everyone’s relief.

Cordelia noticed that Romilly’s face was now the same colour as her dress. She rather thought she’d better save the situation. ‘What is it they say, dear? “A change is as good as a holiday.” Quite apt that you’ve had a change and you’re on holidays. You must be feeling fabulous,’ Cordelia said.

Sidney offered drinks to Magoo and Tippie, who both glugged faster than Romilly had. Cordelia exchanged wry smiles with Anna. The way things were going so far, it was bound to be a very interesting evening.
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Unfortunately, Magoo and Tippie were tight-lipped when it came to their secret cellar. Cordelia had already given the pair several opportunities to come clean, but neither would take the bait, which was making her quite cross.

‘How long ago is it since you renovated in Chelsea?’ Cordelia asked.


‘Ages,’ the man replied. ‘Why do you ask?’

‘I was thinking about expanding the library here, but I’d have to knock down a few walls. Perhaps it would be simpler to make some modifications down in the cellar,’ she said, a cheeky glint in her eye. ‘Although the planners would probably have a bit to say about that.’

Tippie and Magoo exchanged silent glances.

The woman bit her lip then spoke. ‘But you have a perfectly good library here already, don’t you?’

‘It’s a little on the small side, and I would love to include a few more of the features we have at Alexandria – it’s such a wonderful space,’ Cordelia replied.

‘I’d say it’s quite a luxury to have a library of one’s own,’ Tippie said. ‘We certainly don’t.’

Anna looked across at her mother-in-law. They’d just caught the woman in a blatant lie.

‘Are you sure about that, Tippie?’ Cordelia asked.

‘I beg your pardon?’ she replied.

Cordelia was about to press further when Sidney appeared at the door to let her know there was an urgent call. Right as she thought she might get some answers, she was required elsewhere – it was one of the ongoing frustrations of being the head of Pharos. She excused herself and disappeared.

It was several minutes before she returned and by then the conversation had halted, despite Anna doing her best to dig deeper. Sidney, who had been listening in for Cordelia, recounted that Anna had started by saying how much she enjoyed rummaging about in the library at Alexandria, but strangely Tippie replied that she’d always thought it a bit pretentious. Romilly, on the other hand, gushed about how gorgeous it was, noting that it housed one of the most impressive collections of first editions she’d ever seen.

‘You haven’t seen my . . .’ Magoo had begun, but then closed his mouth promptly when he received a sharp nudge from his wife.

Cordelia walked into the room at the sudden cessation of conversation.

‘Is everything all right, Cordelia?’ Magoo asked as she sat down.


‘Yes, perfect,’ she said.

Sidney had returned to the kitchen, and now walked in carrying an impressive bombe alaska, which he set alight in the middle of the table.

Cordelia glanced at her daughter-in-law and gave an almost imperceptible nod. The woman would know it meant Cordelia had spoken to Ed and, at the moment, everything was all right.

‘Well, isn’t this a treat,’ Tippie said, ogling the flaming dessert.

‘And how are you two getting on – working together?’ Cordelia eyeballed Romilly, then Tippie. Both women seemed equally taken aback by the question.

‘Fabulously, I’d say,’ Tippie replied after a slightly uncomfortable silence. ‘I’m fortunate to have Rom on the team. That mind-reading device she invented was pure genius.’ Tippie smiled with all her teeth, rather reminding Cordelia of a barracuda.

Cordelia’s eyes widened. ‘Of course it is,’ she said, realising that perhaps that’s what she could do. Place mind-readers on Tippie, Magoo and Romilly and she could get to the bottom of everything, quick as a wink. She really wanted to know what Magoo meant by that note and whether Romilly was actually the dangerous woman he purported her to be or if it was another of the man’s flights of fancy. He seemed quite prone to them. Though she was torn about eavesdropping on the thoughts of her own agents – it wasn’t exactly ethical or trust-building. Who would have thought that things would ever come to this? It was awful, really.

‘Are we close to being able to issue the device to field agents?’ Cordelia asked.

Romilly shook her head. ‘There have been a few glitches in the last couple of patches. It needs a little more time and testing.’

‘Of course,’ Cordelia said with a nod. ‘But as soon as it’s ready, let me know. I’d love to be the first to trial this new and improved version.’

‘I’d be honoured,’ the woman said, glancing over at the MacGregors.


Cordelia thought she looked terrified, which was worrying in itself – that one of her most talented agents was scared of another two, clearly more powerful, agents. What was Romilly afraid of or rather, whom? Was it Tippie? Or Magoo? Clearly there was some bad blood between the three of them – but why? Cordelia needed to get to the bottom of things and soon.
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While their father and Fitz checked their weapons and divided supplies, Kensy and Max helped themselves to a couple of homemade choc-chip cookies from the pantry.

‘Can you two take another look at the computers and see if you can get anything working?’ Ed called out. The twins charged downstairs.

‘This looks like a smaller version of the control room at Pharos,’ Kensy remarked, spraying choc chips across the desk.


Max looked at her and shook his head. ‘Dad was right. We should call you Gretel from now on – leaving another trail of crumbs.’

‘Ha ha,’ Kensy said, licking her forefinger and picking the pieces up from the console before popping them into her mouth.

Max jiggled the mouse and turned the screens and computers on and off. But despite his best efforts, there was still only one camera active – showing the water tower and a rock.

Kensy left her brother and went to have a poke around the rest of the rooms. The basement seemed to go on forever. It was clear that this place had been built to securely house the family in the event of an emergency – such as an earthquake, or maybe two of the world’s most heinous criminals escaping and making a raid on the property.

She opened a cupboard and found a cache of weapons – guns, knives, ammunition, hand grenades – and other tools of the trade. It was a veritable war chest. She was surprised it wasn’t more secure given the contents but, then again, the place was well hidden and difficult to access.

In addition to the control room, there was a kitchen, bathroom, several bedrooms and a lounge area, all comfortably furnished. The family could no doubt live down here for weeks – maybe months – if they had to.

‘So why do you think Granny never told anyone about Percy murdering Grandpa Dominic?’ Max asked as Kensy reappeared beside him.

‘She said that they couldn’t afford to have Scotland Yard sniffing around. I suppose she was protecting the organisation – taking control and making the agents feel as if she knew exactly what she was doing – and it would have been even worse for Dad and Uncle Rupert to know the truth. Losing their father to a heart attack is bad enough, let alone finding out he was murdered. I hate to imagine anything happening to our dad. It was bad enough when he and Mum were missing all those months.’ Kensy plonked herself down on the chair beside her brother. ‘What I want to know is if Percy’s been here for years, how did Song find his DNA on our doorstep last summer? That doesn’t make any sense,’ Kensy replied.

Max was studying the one screen that was working, trying to see if there were any clues he might have missed. ‘Granny said something about Percy believing that Grandpa was responsible for the death of his twin brother, Lawrence.’

The boy was silent for a moment, then turned to his sister.

‘Identical twins have the same DNA,’ Max said slowly. ‘What if Lawrence isn’t dead? What if it was him who attacked us?’

Kensy gasped. ‘Wow – that’s out of left field, but entirely possible.’

The girl’s mind was racing. ‘I wish we could do some more digging – but that’s not likely to happen anytime soon. At least, not until we find Dash and Percy.’

Max bit his lip. ‘I know someone who’s at a loose end.’

Kensy frowned. ‘Not Autumn. She’s gone to stay with her parents in Hong Kong. Her mother had every day scheduled down to the last minute – she showed me their itinerary before she left. She’ll need a holiday from her holiday by the time we get back to school.’

‘No, not Autumn,’ Max agreed. ‘Curtis messaged last night and he said he was going to call me today.’

‘Is that a good idea?’ Kensy said. ‘Granny told us that no one can know Dash and Percy are still alive – except us.’

‘We won’t mention anything about that, or where we are,’ Max replied. ‘I’ll just tell him that we need help with a confidential investigation. He doesn’t have to know we’re away.’

Max looked at his watch. It was half past nine in the morning in Sydney, which meant it was ten-thirty in the evening in London. A little late for him to be calling from there – given he wasn’t going to tell Curtis he was in New Zealand – but it was the holidays.

He quickly rang the number and held his wrist near his face. Curtis was excited to hear from his friend, and keen to know when Max and Kensy would be arriving in Sydney for the wedding. Max told him he wasn’t sure, but soon, then made his request about Lawrence. As he’d predicted, Curtis was super keen to help.

‘And, mate, this is all off the record and under the radar,’ Kensy heard her brother say. ‘No one can know, okay.’

Curtis vowed to keep things secret.

‘Message me anything you find out,’ Max said and hung up.

Kensy was peering at the one live screen, trying to work out if it was just a water tower and a rock it was showing. There was something strange about the scene, but she couldn’t work out what it was.

‘Do you think Magoo knows that Percy is still alive?’ she asked. The thought had only now occurred to her.

Max shrugged. ‘No idea. I wish we could crack more of that code. It’s so clever. Magoo really is a genius.’

‘Hey, kids, we’re leaving,’ Fitz called from the top of the stairs.

The twins hurried up to join him in the pantry, where Fitz was scouring the shelves for any last-minute supplies they could take with them.

‘Did you find anything interesting?’

‘No,’ the twins chorused. Kensy grabbed another choc-chip biscuit and began munching.

‘Come on then, we’d better get moving. Dash and Percy have a big head start,’ Fitz said.

‘What about Evan and Doug?’ Max asked.

‘We’ll keep trying to get in touch with them, but at the moment, Dash and Percy are our priority,’ Fitz said. ‘They’ll have to take their chances. I just hope they don’t cross paths with those two miscreants anytime soon.’
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It was almost midday by the time the family set off. Song was staying put with Rosie, who was now sound asleep.

Kensy and Max rode an ATV four-wheeler, while Fitz and Ed had taken trail bikes. But the vehicles would only get them so far. Once the terrain became too steep, they would have to go on foot.

Before they left, they made another check of all of the sheds close to the house to make sure they hadn’t missed Evan and Doug the same way they almost had with Rosie. But there was no sign of them. The only real casualty of the earthquake was a haybarn that was now leaning at a precarious angle and some fissures that had opened up in the earth, leaving giant cracks along the gravel road that led to the shearing shed and beyond.

‘Where’s the facility?’ Kensy yelled to her brother over the sound of the four-wheeler’s engine.

Max pointed towards the mountain on their left. ‘On the other side.’

They paused at a shearing shed about a kilometre from the homestead. Fitz and Ed directed the children to stay on their bike while the men headed in to take a look, but the place was empty. Shearing equipment was hanging precariously from the rafters, but that was the only sign that things were awry. It was incredible to think how little damage there was, considering their proximity to the quake’s epicentre.

‘How far until we get to the prison?’ Kensy called out as her father hopped back on his bike.


‘It’s a way off yet,’ he replied. ‘You’d never know it was there – which is the whole point really.’

The children followed Ed and Fitz across the open fields, which narrowed between the mountains. The river crisscrossed through the middle. The topaz-coloured water ran in deep channels. Sections of the riverbed were dry, covered with grey and white pebbles and stones that looked as though they’d only be submerged during heavy rains. As they rode further, the temperature dropped and the vegetation thickened on the steep mountains that rose up either side of them.

This part of the farm had more trees and fewer paddocks. It didn’t look like somewhere the Froggatts used for agricultural purposes.

They rounded a bend and the terrain became even more rugged. A pile of debris that had once been a shed sat in the distance, and the road was split across the middle by a colossal fracture in the earth. Fitz pulled his bike up just before the crevice. The others reached him and hopped off too, marvelling at the depth of the opening.


‘You could lose someone in there,’ Kensy said, peering into the void. The bottom was at least a few metres down, maybe more.

‘Look at the trees, Dad,’ Max pointed at a stand of cypress pines that had been snapped like matchsticks.

‘It must have been terrifying,’ Ed said. ‘Apparently the noise from a quake is like nothing you’ve heard before. Rosie was lucky that the house is still standing. The Kiwis are good builders.’

Fitz pointed. ‘The opening to the tunnel should be along here somewhere,’ he said. The facility itself was on the other side of the mountain. ‘But first we need to find a way around this mess.’

Kensy stared up the valley. ‘What’s that, Dad?’

Nestled among the trees was a concrete water tower on a very precarious lean. The earth beside it had slipped.

‘That’s it. The entrance to the tunnel that leads to the bunker on the other side. Approach with caution,’ Ed warned.

The children, Ed and Fitz hopped back on their bikes and Ed led the way through the paddock, searching for solid ground they could cross. They rode a good twenty metres before they were back on track and heading towards the access tunnel that led to the prison on the other side of the mountain.

‘Careful, kids,’ Ed said as they pulled up at the structure. ‘I’m not sure how stable this thing is.’

He hopped off his bike and walked towards the leaning tower. Everything had moved in the quake. The entrance to the two-metre wide concrete tunnel that ran deep into the earth – previously hidden by rock and the base of the water tower – was now completely open.

‘Why are we stopping here, Dad?’ Max asked. ‘Shouldn’t we be out there looking for Dash and Percy?’

Kensy had been thinking the exact same thing.

‘I want to see what they have with them,’ Ed replied. He looked at Fitz, who nodded.

‘I’ll go,’ Fitz said, then turned to Max. ‘If they’ve got into the prison control room then we should expect them to be armed.’


Kensy gasped. She hadn’t anticipated the pair could get their hands on any weapons. That would make the chase far more dangerous.

Fitz hopped back on his trail bike and started the engine. He would ride the kilometre or so through the mountain to reach the other tunnel that ran perpendicular to this one, deep into the ground below, giving access to the prison. He switched on the headlight. From the entrance, things looked to be intact, but any more tremors and the whole concrete cylinder could come crashing down.

‘I’ll be as quick as I can,’ Fitz said.

Kensy ran and threw her arms around him. ‘Be careful.’

His ride started slowly, but they could hear the engine revving and echoing as he travelled deeper into the mountain. It sounded as though he was making good progress – but only time would tell.

When Fitz reached the other side of the mountain – relaying the information to the others via his earpiece – Kensy gave a cheer. This entrance was still secure. Dash and Percy would have had to make their way over the top of the mountain, as they certainly hadn’t come through this side.

Now Fitz would abandon his bike and enter the bunker down a long, vertical shaft, which had a ladder cemented into the sides. He could see the other exit, which led to the southern side of the mountain. The door was buckled.

According to the plans the children had seen on the plane, the shaft was fifty metres deep. At the bottom was another tunnel that descended further into the earth and led to a labyrinth of rooms, including those used to house the inmates. There was also a control room from which weekly food and other commodities were sent via an ingenious belt system. The plans had shown it as something resembling a sushi train, but with several metal gates to ensure that prisoners couldn’t escape. Their rubbish was disposed of in the same way.

Back out in the open air on the other side of the mountain, Kensy was thinking about the next part of the mission while they waited for Fitz to return. ‘Where are we going to put Dash and Percy once we find them?’ she asked her father, who was still peering into the tunnel.

Fixing this sort of bunker would take time and specialist skills – they couldn’t simply phone up a local builder.

‘Good question. Fitz will be able to give us a report about the damage, and then we can make some decisions,’ Ed said. ‘There’s every chance we’ll have to take them back to England with us. There’s another facility we could use at Alexandria if we had to – though I’m sure no one wants that, especially not your grandmother.’

This was news to the twins. Alexandria was like a treasure box – every visit revealed something new.

Their earpieces crackled. ‘Control room intact,’ said Fitz.

‘Excellent,’ Ed replied.

‘But it’s a mess down here,’ Fitz said. ‘It looks as if they’ve taken clothes and food, given the inventory list, but they didn’t get their hands on any guns. I’ve checked the safes – all weapons still accounted for.’


‘Well, that’s a relief,’ Max said. His sister nodded. It had been worth making the detour to know that at least the pair wasn’t armed.

‘Hurry up and get out of there,’ Ed said. ‘I’ve checked their location. They’re moving along the ridge line to the south. We need to go.’

The group waited and listened. After an age they heard Fitz’s motorbike and, finally, he emerged from the darkness.

‘So, you don’t think they escaped this way?’ Max said.

Fitz shook his head. ‘No – I needed the code to open the door at the end of the tunnel. Their only exit point was on that side. They’ve had to go up and over the mountain, which would have slowed them down a bit. They’ll be exhausted too. I didn’t see any exercise equipment or weights in either of the cells. Hopefully that will work to our advantage.’

Percy had been incarcerated for years and Dash had been pretty fit before he was taken prisoner, but unless they’d kept up exercise regimes, it wasn’t likely either man would be in tiptop condition.


‘Come on – let’s get going. I’m not sure how much longer we’ll be able to ride, and we’ll be much slower on foot,’ Ed said.

The group fired up their vehicles and Ed took off, the twins behind him and Fitz bringing up the rear. They’d only gone about forty metres from the bunker when there was a loud grumbling noise and a violent shake. Everything around them began to move.

Max turned to see what was happening and screamed.

‘Fitz! Look out!’

The leaning water tower was swaying. Fitz was a sitting duck. Kensy hit the throttle just as Max remembered the band on his wrist. It was a new invention of Mrs Vanden Boom’s – capable of shooting nets and ropes, reminiscent of Spiderman’s webs. There had been no time to practise with it before they left so Max hoped to goodness it worked.

He pressed a button and the net shot out, covering the man. A second button made it retract at full speed, pulling Fitz off his bike at the exact moment the tower crashed to the ground, sending a shower of debris hurtling across the field.

Fitz landed heavily on a rock as a massive lump of masonry rolled right over the top of the Suzuki he’d been riding.

‘Fitz! Max cried out, leaping off the back of the four-wheeler and running to the man’s side. He was lying against the outcrop of schist, still entangled in the net.

‘It’s okay, I’m fine,’ Fitz said, catching his breath. The twins pulled the net off him, but as the man sat up it was obvious that wasn’t true.

Kensy gasped. ‘You are so not okay!’

Fitz’s left forearm was dangling at a strange angle.

The man followed her gaze, the colour draining from his face. ‘Well, that’s not good, is it?’ He paused. ‘Although if Max hadn’t thought to use the net, I would have looked like that bike right now.’ The vehicle was completely mangled.

‘Mate, we need to get you back to the house,’ Ed said.


Max had already found the first-aid kit in Fitz’s backpack. It was fortunate the man had been wearing it instead of strapping the pack to the bike, otherwise it would have been crushed too.

For the second time that morning, the RUOK 5.0 came into its own, showing that Fitz’s ulna and radius were both snapped clean through. Fortunately, the bones weren’t far out of alignment, but they would still have to be moved back into place before his arm could be set.

‘It’s lucky you didn’t do your shoulder as well,’ Max said. When they’d been in Switzerland on a previous mission, the man had dislocated it badly after falling into a bunker. It seemed Fitz and underground hiding holes weren’t a happy match.

‘That was far more painful than this,’ Fitz said.

Ed set to making a sling, which he used to hold Fitz’s arm in place. He would call Anna for additional guidance once they got back to the homestead. With the help of the twins, they got Fitz onto the back of the four-wheeler. Ed was at the controls. The twins would double back on his motorbike.

Kensy took the first-aid kit and Fitz’s pack. Max was driving this time.

It was almost an hour later when they reached the house.

Rosie was sound asleep and Song, who hadn’t managed much rest on the plane, was dozing in a chair beside her. He woke with a start at the sound of the motorbikes and leapt to his feet. The last time he’d checked the trackers, Dash and Percy had been making their way across the mountains and Ed, Fitz and the children were well on their way up the valley.

He flew out of the bedroom and down the hall to the back veranda, and was surprised to see Ed and Fitz and the kids pulling up.

‘What’s happened?’ the man shouted over the pinging of the two-stroke engines.

The riders turned off their ignitions.

‘There was another tremor and the water tower near the tunnel came down. We all managed to get out of the way, but Fitz’s bike was steamrolled by a massive chunk of concrete,’ Kensy said as Ed helped Fitz inside. ‘Max pulled him clear with our very cool new wristbands, but he landed on a rock and now his arm is cactus.’

‘Broken?’ Song asked.

‘So broken,’ Kensy said. ‘It’s a mess – Dad needs Mum’s help to put it back in place. Lucky we’ve got those cast bandages.’

‘Way to go with the drama, Kens,’ Max said, eyeballing his sister. ‘I’m sure Fitz is feeling much better hearing all this.’

‘I’m only telling the truth,’ she said. ‘And now Dash and Percy are probably miles away. How are we ever going to catch up to them?’

‘I’m aware of that, Kensington,’ Fitz said. ‘I think the three of you should go – take Song, and I’ll stay here with Rosie.’

‘Not until your arm’s set,’ Ed said, shaking his head. ‘You’ll be no use to Rosie otherwise.’

Ed called his wife’s number from his watch, hoping the dinner party with Romilly and the MacGregors had ended.


‘Hello, darling,’ Ed said. ‘No, the children are fine. But Fitz has a badly broken arm.’ He sent her the X-ray images from the RUOK 5.0, then suggested it would be best if they transferred the call to video on the larger phone screen.

Anna waved at the children and blew kisses but she couldn’t be too long. The dinner party was still in full swing, and she and Cordelia were proving a good team with the interrogations. Some of their guests’ true feelings had really started to come out.

Kensy cleared the old pine kitchen table and scrubbed it with disinfectant so her father could use it as a makeshift operating table. Anna said they should have Fitz sit on one of the kitchen chairs and lay his arm on the flat surface.

Max held the screen for his father to see while Anna talked him through what would have to be done to manipulate the bones back into place. Fitz objected to the recommendation he be given a shot of painkiller, saying they shouldn’t waste supplies, but Song had it in his arm before he even noticed.


Anna went step-by-step while Fitz sat there with a goofy grin on his face – the drugs having kicked in very quickly.

‘How much oxycodone did you give him, Song?’ Anna asked.

The butler checked the dosage and realised that it was probably more than he should have administered.

‘Who cares? I feel great,’ Fitz said, his speech slurred. ‘Have you done it yet?’ He looked down at his arm, which now appeared straight again.

‘About to put the cast on,’ Ed said.

Anna couldn’t help but smile, though there was a dull ache in her chest. It was troubling that there had already been an accident and they hadn’t even started their pursuit in earnest.

‘I have to go, darling,’ Anna said, having just heard from Sidney that Cordelia was asking after her. ‘Call me later if you can,’ she said. ‘I love you all. Take care.’

The call over, Kensy disappeared down the hallway to find the bathroom.

In their concentration on the matter at hand, no one had heard the boat arrive down at the dock on the lake’s edge. A thumping knock at the front door caught the family completely off guard.
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‘Tippie, you must tell me what other clever things are going on in that workshop of yours,’ Cordelia said as Sidney set down cups of tea and coffee in front of their guests, having not long cleared the dessert plates.

Tippie MacGregor looked across the table and smiled. ‘We’ve made several spectacular advances with transport, most notably our plane that transforms into a submarine. The way the wings drop, then scissor outwards, is quite extraordinary . . .’

‘Oh, that sounds a bit like the old XF-47 that Romilly’s father was working on before he died. That was a marvel. Dear Hayden was quite possibly the smartest person I’ve ever known,’ Cordelia said, looking back at Tippie, who almost choked on her biscotti.

The woman stopped coughing and took a sip of water. ‘I can assure you that our new invention is nothing like that old death trap,’ Tippie said. ‘No disrespect intended, but Hayden was a man of his time. He would be completely out of his depth, these days.’

Cordelia’s brow puckered. ‘I don’t believe that for one second. I’ve never known anyone with such a capacity for learning. I once needed an agent for an assignment in Denmark. Two weeks after I mentioned this to him, he was fluent in Danish – renowned to be one of the most difficult languages in the world to master.’ Cordelia took a sip of her tea and watched closely for Tippie’s reaction. ‘His brain was incredible. Romilly could attest to how clever he was, I’m sure.’

The science teacher nodded. ‘Father ran rings around everyone. But somehow he never made you feel inferior.’

‘Really?’ Tippie scoffed.

‘Yes, really,’ Romilly said, and stared at her adversary.

‘Well, if he’d been on the ball a little more then maybe he could have stopped the assassination of Lord Mountbatten,’ Tippie said.


Cordelia blanched. ‘I think you’ll find that Hayden was instrumental in bringing the Troubles to an end – and you know it.’

Magoo rolled his eyes. ‘No disrespect, Cordelia and Rom, but I think you’re both overstating the facts here. Certainly Hayden was smart, but good heavens, have you met my wife? I’d suggest that in years to come they’ll be speaking of her in the same breath as Leonardo da Vinci.’

Anna had to cover a laugh with a cough. At the other end of the table, Cordelia twisted her lips in order to stifle a grin.

Tippie turned to her husband and gave him a sickly smile while he patted her forearm.

Romilly looked as if she was about to lose her dinner.

Cordelia couldn’t believe the cheek of them. Regardless, it was patently clear that, despite Tippie’s protestations earlier, there was no love lost between her and Romilly. And Cordelia had a terrible feeling that things were only going to get worse.












[image: image]




‘I told you we were going to die out here,’ Dash said, but his smug grin belied the fact that he was genuinely worried this would be the case.

‘Keep your mouth shut,’ Percy snapped. ‘I don’t need your naysaying.’

The pair had been at each other’s throats for hours. It had started as snarky comments and descended into a full-blown argument about their best course of action.

‘We don’t have the right equipment,’ Dash whined. ‘We can’t climb those rock faces without ropes and crampons. We’ll be killed.’


‘Fine, why don’t you go back to the bunker,’ Percy suggested. ‘At least you’ll be safe there.’

‘Why would I do that? I want to go home to my family,’ Dash retorted.

‘Then off you go,’ Percy snarled. ‘Don’t feel as if you have to hold my hand. I’ve been quite enjoying my own company for years now.’

That couldn’t be said for Dash, who hated being alone. He’d recently begun talking to himself almost constantly in his cell, and could recite every line of every movie that he had access to. The thought of having to make his way through the wilderness solo was worse than being in the bunker. The outdoors wasn’t a place he relished. He hated the bush – all those bugs and wild animals.

They reached the top of another mountain peak and Percy stopped to work out their location.

‘We came from that way,’ he said, pointing in a north-easterly direction. Ahead of them, to the south and west, the weather was closing in at a pace they wouldn’t outrun.

In Sydney, Dash had loved nothing more than sitting on the balcony to watch charcoal-coloured clouds gather over the harbour and lightning bounce around the city. Heck, he even enjoyed the thunder claps that had always terrified his young daughter. But the thought of being caught in a storm here wasn’t something to look forward to. The wind already felt as if it were cutting through his clothes like an ice knife. He wished he’d grabbed more layers when they escaped. That would have been much more useful than the pages of his life story.

‘Come on. Let’s go!’ Percy barked at Dash. ‘Unless you really do have a death wish.’

Dash felt the crisp edges of a snowflake landing on his cheek. The last thing they needed was a blizzard, but it appeared inevitable from where he stood.
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‘I don’t like the look of that,’ Ed said, motioning towards the dark horizon. He and the children had stopped for a minute to check Dash and Percy’s movements on the trackers.

Their visitor to the homestead had been a local police officer checking on the remote properties around the lake and making sure that everyone was okay after the earthquake. Fortunately, Constable Tane Martin seemed satisfied that everything was in order at Moonlight Cove and left as quickly as he’d arrived. While he was friendly and cracked a lot of jokes, the idea of having the constabulary hanging about wasn’t something the Pharos agents needed.

The trio had donned several more layers of clothing before setting off from the homestead, including rain jackets, beanies and gloves. Having lived in the mountains all over the world, they were well aware of how fast conditions could change and the dangers that threatened if you weren’t prepared.

‘We can’t turn back again now, Dad,’ Max said. ‘What if they make it to a boat or, worse, they cross the lake and manage to get to a plane? We might never find them.’

‘The tracking devices haven’t let us down yet – and I’m not going to risk our lives for theirs. Your mother would never forgive me. We’ll keep going for now. When the weather gets too bad we’ll set up camp for the night,’ Ed said.


Kensy shivered. She didn’t relish the thought, but if that was what had to be done, so be it. Besides, the new Pharos tents weren’t your average affair.

Mrs Vanden Boom had recently shown the children the latest in Pharos camping tech during one of their science lessons. The insulated single tents had rapid-blow-up beds and a toilet that had to be seen to be believed. All of this in a package so small it could fit in your pocket.

The twins followed Ed up and up until their bikes could no longer handle the terrain. Giant matagouri bushes dotted the hillside. A native New Zealand plant species, matagouri was covered in large thorns and capable of doing a lot of damage to the unsuspecting tramper. Their thick vegetation provided the perfect spot to hide the bikes, although Ed and Kensy both managed to get some scratches in the process.

The threesome donned their packs and set off up the mountain. By now, the rain was coming down hard and thunder grumbled overhead like an angry weather god. It was difficult to forge a path where none existed, even with the crampons in their Pharos-issue hiking boots, which automatically came into effect whenever the slippery terrain called for it. They all carried walking poles that could be transformed into ice axes with a touch of a button too.

Ed checked the tracker and pointed. ‘They’re nine kilometres to the south-west. With any luck we’ll find them by nightfall. We’ll have to start thinking about our strategy for taking them in – I can’t imagine either of them will go quietly.’

Kensy shivered again – and not only from the cold.

Thunder clapped and, seconds later, a fork of lightning split the sky. ‘I just hope nothing else goes wrong. I mean, who would have thought – ahhhhhhh!’ Her scream rang out across the mountain tops as the ground beneath her gave way.

The last thing Max and Ed saw of Kensy was the top of her head as she disappeared into the ravine.
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‘Kensy!’ Ed shouted frantically. ‘Can you hear me?’ The man was on his stomach, leaning over the edge of the cliff face.

There was no reply.

‘Dad, what if . . .?’ Max asked through frozen tears. He couldn’t finish the sentence. The wind nipped at his nose and cheeks and he felt as if he was about to throw up. Sleet and the odd snowflake swirled around him.

‘She’ll be fine, mate. The automated cables on her Pharos-issue utility belt should have deployed as soon as she fell. It’s just impossible to see how far down she is through the clouds,’ his father replied. Saying the words out loud made it seem like they could be true.

Max called her from his watch, but there was no response.

‘Dad, you need to lower me down. She might be unconscious on a ledge, or stuck between some rocks,’ Max said.

Ed swallowed hard, but he was reluctant to let Max go lest the mountain collapse further.

‘Let’s wait a bit longer and see,’ the man said. He was doing his best to stay calm and rational, despite his heart feeling as if it were about to pound right out of his chest.

Ed checked his watch. Its myriad features included a seismic monitor. There hadn’t been a tremor for over half an hour – the landslip had happened on its own, and could give way again at any time, regardless of the shakes.

Almost as quickly as the storm had arrived, the skies were beginning to clear. The one thing you could rely on with alpine weather was its changeability.


‘Dad! There!’ Max said, and pointed.

As the clouds lifted, they could see Kensy, hanging from the mountainside by graphene cables, which had clearly shot out from her belt as she fell – exactly as Ed said they would – and were now firmly embedded into the schist either side of her.

‘Kensy! Can you hear us?’ Max shouted. He hadn’t ever felt so desperate. He couldn’t bear the thought of anything happening to Kensy, despite their squabbles of late. She was his other half – and, though he’d never tell her, sometimes he truly believed that she was the better fifty per cent.

‘I know it’s hard, but we’ve got to keep our voices down, mate,’ Ed said, acutely aware of his own earlier shout. Sound travelled vast distances in the mountains. Percy and Dash were a long way off, but they still risked alerting them to their presence. ‘Kensy, are you okay?’ He called down to his daughter as loudly as he dared.

Kensy looked up. Her brother’s and father’s voices were lifting her out of her shock. Their faces poked out over the clifftop at least twenty metres above. She looked left and right. It was as if a monster had taken a giant bite out of the mountainside and she was hanging in the void.

Kensy took a few deep breaths before she found her voice. ‘Yes.’ If not for her belt, she’d be dead at the bottom of the mountain now, crushed under thousands of tonnes of rock.

‘I’d really like to get back up there as quickly as possible,’ she said. The idea that the mountain could slip again anytime had not been lost on her.

Max had been thinking about their training and what to do in this situation, but his father already had it sussed.

‘Kensy, I’m going to send another cable down,’ Ed said as he shot a length of steel rope into a huge boulder behind him. ‘I need you to clip it to your belt and then, once you’ve done that, you’ll need to eject from your other cables. Do you understand?’ He speared a cable guide into the ground at the edge of the cliff. The device would keep the wire aloft, ensuring it didn’t fray on the jagged rocks. He checked that everything was secure before sending the cable over the edge to his daughter.

Kensy grabbed for it but missed.

Max was doing his best to try and direct her. He pushed himself a little further out so he could get a better view. ‘To the left, just a bit more,’ he called, as quietly as he could.

Kensy reached and missed again before making contact on the third attempt.

‘Now attach the loop to your belt,’ Ed said. ‘You’ll probably drop a bit when you release the other cables, but don’t worry – everything’s secure up here.’

Kensy’s stomach dropped as the clouds in the valley cleared below her and she realised how high up she was. Definitely not a good idea to look down. The ground was a kilometre away – maybe more.

Her fingers fumbled with the clips. She checked and rechecked she was undoing the right ones before finally releasing the first and then the second.


‘Ahhh!’ she screamed as her father’s forecast that she may fall came true. She bounced on the end of the cable, still attached up top.

‘I’ve done it!’ she called. ‘Bring me up. Hurry!’

Ed started a winch, which raised Kensy higher and higher. Several times small showers of rocks rained down in her wake.

‘You’re almost there,’ Max declared encouragingly. He could feel his heart thumping.

Kensy’s head popped up over the top and her brother reached out to pull her in.

Ed grabbed the pair of them, hauling Kensy to safety.

‘Thank you,’ Kensy whispered.

Max had no words. He held his sister tight for much longer than either of them would usually feel comfortable these days. In that moment, neither of them wanted to let go.

It wasn’t until Ed cleared his throat that the twins released each other.

‘Good to see there’s still a lot of love in the room,’ he said with a smile.


‘Eww, Dad, that’s gross. As if,’ Kensy joked – covering her true feelings.

But Max couldn’t make light of things – at least not yet. He’d almost lost his sister. It didn’t matter that they often butted heads lately, he’d love her till the day he died.

‘Well, I don’t care if you think that, Kensy. I’m just glad that you’re okay,’ the boy said.

Kensy brushed at the tears that welled in her eyes. ‘Me too, little brother, me too.’
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‘Thank you for tonight, dear,’ Cordelia said as she passed Anna a freshly cleaned plate. ‘It seems that there is some bad blood between Tippie and Romilly after all.’

‘I thought Magoo and Tippie would never leave, not after Tippie asked for another cup of tea once Romilly was gone. Did you think that was a bit odd?’ Anna asked.

‘Perhaps she was thirsty,’ Cordelia said with a chuckle.

The pair were standing at the sink, finishing the last of the washing up despite Sidney’s objections that he should do it. As far as Cordelia was concerned, many hands made light work. With the three of them pitching in, there was still a chance of being in bed before midnight. Lately, Cordelia had found the more mundane tasks of life quite relaxing. Therapeutic, almost.

‘That is the last of it, ma’am,’ Sidney said as he walked into the kitchen and deposited the coffee cups into the dishwasher.

Cordelia turned from the sink and pulled off her pink rubber gloves. ‘What did you make of it all tonight, Sidney?’

‘I could feel the tension in the room,’ the butler said. ‘Tippie has always been competitive. She used to study twice as hard as everyone else to be first in her examinations. And Magoo – although he gives the appearance of being a birdbrain, it is clear his intellect is superior to most of us. I have often wondered why he chose the pathway he did when he could have been running one of the foreign bureaus or making policy decisions alongside you.’

Cordelia frowned. ‘He was always a bit of a wimp, I think. Didn’t enjoy the physical stuff. I also suspect it was a rebellion against his father, who, after marrying into the organisation, proceeded to become a crack agent. Magoo probably thought he wouldn’t measure up. And when he and Tippie got together, she was always very much in favour of him working in the school – I think perhaps so she could pursue her own agenda.’

Anna finished wiping the last of the saucepans, which Sidney put away. ‘Tippie’s always had the far more exciting career, hasn’t she? And Romilly . . . what do you make of the line in that note that she must be stopped, that she’s a danger to us all?’

Cordelia put the kettle on and Sidney ushered the women to the kitchen table. He would make them a fresh pot of tea.

‘Romilly has always been very reliable. She’s strict with her students, but the children by and large have a very healthy respect for her. I’m no closer to understanding why she would present a danger, unless Magoo thinks she’s a threat to Tippie,’ Cordelia said.


‘The twins like her very much. Romilly and Kensy have grown close and I know that Romilly’s bestowed a lot of trust in her,’ Anna said.

Cordelia picked up the teacup that Sidney had just set down in front of her.

‘Did you see the colour of Romilly’s face when Tippie scoffed at Hayden’s contributions to Pharos? Poor man would have been spinning in his grave, hearing her go on about how he could have stopped the attacks in Ireland if he and his team had been smarter. As I recall, Hayden was instrumental in the development of a vast range of tools that assisted local intelligence organisations. If it wasn’t for his help, the conflict could have continued even longer. Everyone within Pharos knows about that, even if the world doesn’t,’ Cordelia said.

‘Tippie is a study in passive aggressiveness,’ Anna said with a nod.

‘Well, Romilly doesn’t seem dangerous to me in the slightest. I think the woman’s a saint to put up with both her bosses. I’d hate to be working for Magoo and Tippie,’ Cordelia said.


Her phone buzzed in her pocket and she pulled it out to see the caller was Magoo.

‘Hello,’ Cordelia said, wondering if the MacGregors had forgotten a coat or something.

She listened to Magoo speak at length, her eyes widening.

‘Oh heavens, we’ll meet you at the clinic immediately,’ Cordelia said and hung up.

Anna looked at her mother-in-law.

‘I’m afraid that someone attacked Tippie when she and Magoo arrived home. He’d gone straight upstairs while she headed to the kitchen to feed Mr Pippin. Sounds like she probably disturbed a burglar. Apparently she’s a bit beaten up and Magoo is quite beside himself. Our presence is urgently required.’

Anna grabbed her coat and handbag. Sidney was already on his way to the basement carpark before Cordelia had time to get her things. Minutes later, they were speeding through the backstreets of Belgravia on their way to the Pharos clinic.
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Anna wasn’t sure what to expect when they arrived at the clinic, though Magoo had told Cordelia that Tippie’s face was already showing signs of bruising and she may have broken bones.

Magoo helped Tippie into the emergency room, then left her with Anna and retreated to the hallway with Cordelia, who was keen to talk to him about anything Tippie might have said about the attack.

‘You poor thing,’ Anna said. Tippie had limped into the room before sitting on the specially designed reclining chair that had an inbuilt scanner.

The woman’s hair was a mess, and there was a little bit of bruising evident on Tippie’s face. Thankfully, the full body scan revealed that the woman had got off relatively unscathed. Anna continued checking Tippie over, looking at her hands and nails – one of which was broken. The woman had the sort of fingernails Anna could only dream about. Perfectly manicured and very strong – unlike her own chipped mess.

‘Did you get a look at whoever did this to you?’ Anna asked.

Tippie shook her head. ‘They came through the utility room door while I was in the kitchen – I had my back to it. I expect it was a would-be thief,’ the woman said with a whimper.

‘Did you come into contact?’ Anna asked.

Tippie nodded. ‘I grabbed their arm just as they belted me on the back of the head,’ she said.

‘Is that how your broke your nail?’ Anna asked.


‘I suppose so,’ the woman replied.

‘And this arm – what did it feel like?’ Anna asked.

Tippie frowned. ‘I don’t know. It felt like an arm.’

Anna wondered if the woman – trained to notice these things, even if she wasn’t a field agent – was being deliberately obtuse. ‘Yes, I realise that, but could you tell whether it was slender, or muscular or hairy? That would give us more to go on. Whether your attacker was male or female, their build – anything would be helpful.’

‘I can’t remember. It happened so quickly – I wasn’t paying attention. But I’m sure I’ll have something under my nails. I made sure that I scraped hard,’ Tippie said.

This time, Anna frowned. Surely if Tippie had ‘scraped hard’, she could remember what sort of arm it was. Anna picked up the DNA scanner, asked Tippie to face her palms up, then activated the machine. It would take a little while for it to scan all of the databases that Pharos had access to – and even then there was no guarantee it would find a match.


‘I’ve got some cream for your face,’ Anna said. ‘It will help bring out the bruising.’ She opened one of the drawers in the stainless-steel cabinet and located what she was after. Anna unscrewed the jar and was about to dip her finger when Tippie asked her not to. She’d rather put it on herself at home.

The woman had flinched terribly when Anna had tried to examine her cheek earlier that she agreed.

‘Does the scanner have anything yet?’ Tippie asked. ‘We need to get whoever did this right away, so they can’t go breaking into anyone else’s houses, or attacking people.’

‘It shouldn’t take too long if they’re in the system,’ Anna replied. She’d attached the scanner to the computer and glanced over at the screen to see if there was a hit.

Anna’s eyes widened. ‘You have to be kidding me,’ she muttered to herself.

‘What’s that?’ Tippie asked. ‘Have you got something?’

Anna shook her head and promptly blacked out the screen. She needed to speak to Cordelia. Now.


‘I think you’re fine to go home, Tippie,’ the woman said. ‘I’ll give you a couple of painkillers just in case the aches get worse, and you’ve got the cream for the bruises. You should be okay – but of course if you’re feeling anxious, do let me know and I can prescribe something.’

‘Do you know who it was?’ Tippie demanded, clearly not happy at the deflection.

‘No, not yet. Leave it with me and I’ll let you know the moment anything turns up,’ Anna said.

Tippie hopped out of the chair and hovered near the computer. ‘Are you sure?’ she said.

But Anna ushered Tippie towards the door. Magoo and Cordelia stopped their conversation when Tippie and Anna appeared.

‘Are you all right, Tip?’ Magoo asked uneasily.

The woman nodded. ‘I’ll live.’ There was a strange note of resignation in her voice.

‘She’ll be fine,’ Anna said with a tight smile.

‘Did you get any DNA?’ the man asked.

‘Yes, but the scanner’s still checking things,’ Anna said. ‘We’ll let you know as soon as there’s anything conclusive.’ She widened her eyes at Cordelia, who frowned.

Tippie let out a strange whimper.

‘Oh, darling, are you sure you’re okay?’ Magoo fussed. ‘Let’s get you home to bed.’

Anna handed him the painkillers she’d dispensed, and a sleeping tablet too, just in case it was required.

‘Is that for me?’ he joked.

Cordelia rolled her eyes. ‘I suspect it’s for your wife, who has had a terrible shock. Make sure that she gets a good night’s sleep. We’ll discuss this tomorrow when, hopefully, you’re feeling better, Tippie, and there’s no need to come into work. That team you have rostered on around the clock can cope without you for one day – especially on Sunday – in fact, please take Monday off too. I’m so sorry about this – what a dreadful end to a lovely evening,’ Cordelia said, though the evening hadn’t really been lovely at all.

Tippie nodded and leaned into Magoo’s shoulder. Sidney accompanied them out of the clinic.


Cordelia hadn’t missed the strange look on Anna’s face. ‘Okay, shock me. Who was it?’ the older woman asked. ‘Huang? Don’t tell me he’s back in town. Or Lu – we never did find them after that helicopter disappeared. Or some other nasty piece of work we’ve taken down in the past?’

‘Actually, I think you might want to come and take a look at this for yourself, Cordelia,’ Anna said, pushing the door to the clinic open. The pair walked in and Anna turned the screen back on. She stepped away.

Cordelia leaned in close, her glasses perched on the tip of her nose.

‘Well, that is a surprise. Good heavens. Romilly Vanden Boom – whatever are you up to?’
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Kensy took a moment to recover from her brush with death while Ed checked the trackers. Dash and Percy were still on the move.

‘How far away are they?’ Max asked.

‘About six kilometres,’ Ed reckoned.

They could still cover that distance before nightfall, but whether they would catch up to the pair was another thing. It was really dependent on Dash and Percy setting up camp. It was impossible to know if the men would do that or risk pressing on. Ed wasn’t keen to fumble about in the dark, even with night-vision glasses. The mishap they’d already had was a reminder that things could end badly.

‘We’ll keep going for now,’ Ed said. He reached into his pack and passed the children a protein bar each. ‘Eat this and drink some water. We all need to keep our energy up.’

Kensy tore off the wrapper and stuffed the chocolate and nut bar into her mouth. She hadn’t realised that almost dying could make you ravenous. Max, on the other hand, savoured every bite. They set off again across the saddle of the mountain, following a track that looked as if it had been made by wild goats.
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Sidney drove Cordelia and Anna to Romilly Vanden Boom’s terrace in Pimlico. Given the evidence, the woman had to be questioned immediately.

Cordelia was also keen to check CCTV footage of the area surrounding the MacGregors’ home for any sign of a car, or someone on foot, approaching it in the past few hours. She’d called Peter Petrovska, her editor in chief at the Beacon and one of her most-trusted Pharos agents, and put him onto it. She didn’t share who the main suspect was just yet. There was too much at stake.

Romilly’s house was in darkness when Sidney pulled up in front of it. Cordelia and Anna walked up the steps to the small porch and Cordelia rang the doorbell – the sound of which made both of them jump.

‘Good heavens,’ Cordelia exclaimed. ‘That racket would jolly well wake the dead.’

Anna smiled. She’d been thinking much the same thing.

They waited for several minutes before Cordelia pressed the bell again.

In the meantime, Sidney took a walk around the back. There was a laneway that ran behind the houses, giving access to courtyards and parking bays.

Romilly had arrived at Dame Spencer’s in a taxi this evening. He couldn’t remember if the woman had a car, but there wasn’t one parked in her allocated space. He was surprised to find the gate unlocked, and walked into the small garden and up to the back door. It was locked and the blinds were drawn, making it impossible to see inside.

At the front of the house, Cordelia was growing impatient. ‘Where is she?’ The woman clucked her tongue quietly.

‘Do you think we should take a look inside?’ Anna asked.

‘Yes, that’s a very good idea,’ the woman replied. ‘But the last thing we need is a nosy neighbour alerting the police. Let’s see if Sidney’s found anything out the back.’

The two women walked around the corner into the courtyard.

‘Sidney, would you mind doing the honours?’ Cordelia asked. She handed him two long pins and hoped that Romilly hadn’t installed any additional home security. It was a risk, given the woman’s position on the Inventions Team, but they had to get inside.

The lock proved tricky and Anna had to assist, inserting a third pin. Finally, Sidney managed to get it to turn. He opened the door and flicked on the tiny torch from his pocket, shining the light about.

‘Oh!’ Cordelia gasped. ‘This is unexpected.’

It seemed that Romilly Vanden Boom was gone, and she’d taken everything she owned along with her.
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At the homestead, Song and Rosie were making a good clear-up team at the kitchen sink – Song washing the dishes and Rosie drying them – after their dinner of lamb chops and vegetables, which they’d also prepared together despite Song’s protests that Rosie should rest.

The woman was nattering away when suddenly Song turned to her and pressed his finger to his lips. He’d heard something – or someone – outside and wasn’t taking any chances.


Rosie stopped speaking immediately. She may have been a chatterbox, but she was also a highly trained agent.

Song switched off the kitchen light and motioned to Rosie that he was going to check the back porch. She bustled into the pantry and returned with a rifle and a torch.

Song reached inside his jacket and pulled out the pistol he’d been wearing in a shoulder holster ever since they arrived on the farm. He kept close to the house, stepping carefully on the timber boards as he crept around the perimeter.

As far as he knew, Fitz was still fast asleep in one of the guest bedrooms down the hall.

It was almost pitch black – although the earlier clouds had disappeared and the sky was sprinkled with thousands of stars, the moon had not yet risen over the mountains. The house was now in darkness, apart from a couple of lamps in the sitting room.

A rustling noise in the garden drew Song’s attention just before the crack of a gunshot tore through the night air. A bullet whizzed past him and lodged in the timber veranda post. Fortunately, the assailant had missed their target. Song crouched beside an old metal storage box.

Inside, Rosie cocked her rifle, ready to return fire.

But out on the veranda Song had another idea. If the intruder was an armed Dash or Percy, then he had nothing to lose letting them know he and Rosie had guns too. Plus, the sooner Fitz woke up and found his weapon, the better – though only if the effects of the drugs had worn off.

‘You will not get away, Percy,’ Song shouted. ‘And Dash, you should already be dead in my books.’

There was a long silence as Song and Rosie waited for a reply.

Fitz had roused at the gunshot and hauled himself out of bed. He reached for his pistol and made his way to the window, trying to see who was out there.

‘Song? Song Li? Is that you?’ a pained voice came from somewhere beyond the house.


Song lowered his weapon, surprised and relieved to hear the man’s voice. ‘Evan?’ Song shouted back. ‘Yes, it is me. Are you alone?’

‘I am,’ Evan replied.

Fitz unlatched the French doors that led out from the bedroom where he’d been sleeping as Rosie, upon hearing her eldest son’s voice, raced through the back door and flicked on the porch light.

‘Mum?’ Evan gasped.

The woman ran down onto the lawn, torch in hand. She waved it around, searching the darkness for her son and seconds later found him. Evan was staggering in her direction – his face badly grazed and a gaping cut on his forehead.

‘Evan, what happened?’ Rosie cried out. ‘Where’s Douglas?’ She rushed to help him, Fitz and Song behind her.

Evan shook his head. ‘I don’t know. We were separated during the earthquake. I slid halfway down a mountainside. I searched and searched for him but . . . it’s taken me days to get back. I thought I could call you from the facility, but the comms are all down. Dash and Percy are gone. When I got close to the house and could see there was a man inside with Mum, I thought they’d made it here and taken you hostage. That’s why I took a shot. I’m sorry, Song. I could have killed you.’

‘Please do not think of it again,’ Song said. ‘We are very glad to see you. We must search for your brother at first light.’

Song helped Evan to his feet.

The man noticed Fitz with his arm in a sling. ‘What happened to you?’ Evan asked.

‘It’s a long story, mate. Let’s get you inside and cleaned up,’ Fitz replied.

Minutes later Evan was in the kitchen being checked over by Song.

Apart from the head wound, the man seemed to be okay – mostly exhausted, hungry and in need of a shower, which he headed for as soon as it was deemed that care of his wounds could wait. Afterwards Song washed and bandaged the gash then, with the precision of a master tailor, stitched it up.


Back out in the kitchen, Rosie rustled up two additional meals for Evan and Fitz, who had missed dinner earlier.

‘We’ll find Doug,’ Fitz said, trying to reassure her, but Rosie was worried sick. Knowing that her younger son was still out there meant she probably wouldn’t sleep a wink tonight.

The woman nodded and tried not to let the dark thoughts that were invading her mind take shape. She needed to stay strong.

Poor Evan looked a sight with his bandaged head and scratched face when the four of them sat down at the table, and Fitz wasn’t any better with his plastered arm and a nasty bruise beginning to appear on his left cheek. Rosie looked across at her son. ‘Where were you when the quake happened?’

Evan explained the location. The flock of wayward sheep had covered a considerable distance from where they had broken through the fences. There were several who strayed from the mob, so Evan and Doug had separated to try and round them back up.


‘Where are the dogs?’ Song asked.

Evan shook his head again. ‘I’m not sure. I haven’t seen either of them since the quake.’

Fitz raised his fork in the air with his good arm. ‘Tomorrow, we’ll search for Doug.’

Song looked at the man.

‘I will go,’ he said. ‘You must stay here with Rosie and Evan.’

Fitz was about to say something when Rosie gave him a glare that he understood immediately. He would do as he was told for now, but only because someone needed to be here if Dash and Percy turned up. Even then, he wouldn’t be as much use as he would’ve liked.

The family sat in silence while Evan and Fitz finished their meals and Rosie put the kettle on to make another pot of tea. Everyone was lost in their thoughts, and none of them good.

Song had just stood up to clear the men’s plates when the whumping of helicopter blades sounded overhead.

The household hurried outside in time to see the aircraft touching down in the front paddock beyond the house, but before they had reached the fence the pilot lifted back into the air, the chopper’s search light skimming the fields as it sped away towards the other side of the lake.

Rupert Spencer strode towards the group, carrying a small bag. He greeted Rosie with a kiss. She hugged him tight.

‘I’m sorry about all this. Last thing anyone expected, I imagine,’ Rupert said. The man had called Song earlier to let him know that his arrival had been delayed by a series of problems.

Rosie frowned at him. ‘The quake isn’t anyone’s fault. But Doug is missing along with those other two.’

It was clear that this was new and unwelcome information to Rupert.

‘Evening,’ Rupert said, offering his hand to each of the men.

He’d noticed Fitz’s cast and the absence of his brother and the twins.

‘Has Ed gone after them?’ Rupert asked.

‘Yes,’ Fitz said. ‘He’s taken the twins. Unfortunately, I’m not much good to anyone with this.’ He lifted his broken wrist. ‘It happened this afternoon. If it wasn’t for Max’s quick-thinking, I’d be dead.’

Rupert’s eyebrows leapt up. ‘Well, with Doug missing and the other two on the run, it sounds like I got here just in time.’

‘Absolutely – considering I almost killed Song a little while ago,’ Evan said with a wry grin.

‘Good heavens!’ Rupert exclaimed. ‘That sounds dire.’

‘Have you had anything to eat?’ Rosie asked. ‘There’s some leftovers if you’re hungry.’

‘Actually, I’m starving,’ Rupert replied. ‘Sounds great.’

‘Come on then, let’s get back inside and make some plans,’ Fitz said.

Rupert nodded again. The only plan he was even vaguely considering was how he was going to make sure that Dash Chalmers and Percy MacGregor could never harm anyone ever again.
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Rupert Spencer checked the tracker. With any luck, his brother and the twins were closing in on Dash and Percy. He’d tried to contact Ed last night, and again this morning, but nothing. He’d called his mother too, but she wasn’t responding either. In fact, from what he could ascertain, the entire Pharos communications system was unexpectedly down.

At least the prisoners’ trackers were still working. He suspected they ran on a separate network – his mother would have set them up that way in the event that Pharos was ever under cyber attack. He hoped that wasn’t the case now.

It was still before dawn as Rupert left to join the hunt. Fitz and Evan were staying at the house to keep watch on Rosie, and Song would leave soon in search of Doug. Rupert didn’t mind going on his own. After all, this was personal. The sooner he found Dash and dealt with him, the better.
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Kensy’s eyes fluttered open as the first rays of morning light filtered into her tent. Her nose was throbbing. She couldn’t remember hitting her face on the way over the cliff last night, but then the whole saga was a bit of a blur. Her sharpest memory was the relief she’d felt when the winch had brought her up to the top of the ledge and Max wrapping her in his arms.

Then they’d followed Dash and Percy until her father decided that the terrain was just too dangerous to negotiate in the dark – even with their night-vision glasses. The last thing he wanted was another accident. No one had said it out loud, but she’d had a feeling they were all thinking that maybe they wouldn’t be so lucky the second time around.

They’d set up camp and, despite her father saying he would stay awake, monitoring Dash and Percy on the tracker, it wasn’t long before the three of them were sound asleep.

Max crawled out of his tent, stretched his arms above his head and took in the view. As he spun around he spotted something odd.

‘Dad,’ he whispered through the side of his father’s one-man tent. ‘Are you awake?’

There was no reply. ‘Dad,’ Max repeated.

‘Sorry, mate, what is it?’ Ed unzipped the end of the tent, crawling outside, yawning widely. ‘Did you get any sleep?’

Max nodded. ‘Look.’ He passed his father his glasses, which he had on magnify mode.

The boy pointed to a patch of thick foliage on the mountainside opposite. A curly wisp of smoke snaked its way above the treetops and, when zoomed in close, a short metal chimney stack was visible.


It couldn’t have been more than a few kilometres away, across another mountain saddle.

‘It’s probably an old shepherd’s hut, but could be used by trampers now,’ Ed said thoughtfully. ‘Although as far as I know, Rosie and the boys have never allowed access across their land.’

Kensy had emerged from her tent and was standing behind the pair, listening. ‘It’s got to be them, Dad,’ she said.

Ed and Max turned around.

Max flinched. Ed did his best not to betray what he was thinking.

‘Are you okay?’ Max asked tentatively, trying not to alarm his sister.

‘No. My face is killing me. Is there something wrong with my nose?’ Kensy asked.

Max and his father both shook their heads. Neither of them was going to tell her the truth: that her nose was at least twice its normal size and there was a bump resembling a ski jump right in the middle.

‘Do I look bad?’ she asked, frowning momentarily. It was agony to move her face.


Ed and Max both stared at her, deadpan, and shook their heads again.

But from the looks on her father’s and brother’s faces, Kensy knew there was something they weren’t telling her.

‘You’re lying,’ Kensy said.

‘There’s a bit of swelling,’ Ed said. ‘Let me see.’

He grabbed the first-aid kit and had Kensy sit down on a rocky outcrop. It had been a cold night and there was a thick frost, but fortunately her pants were specially designed for the conditions. In addition to being padded, they were equipped with built-in thermals.

‘This might be a little uncomfortable, but please try not to make any noise – we don’t want to give ourselves away,’ the man said as he gently ran his finger along the bridge of her nose.

Kensy gritted her teeth and muttered a few swear words under her breath. She knew full well this wasn’t the time for loud noises, given the likelihood that Dash and Percy weren’t too far away.

Ed looked at his son. ‘Pass me that.’ He made a stabbing motion out of Kensy’s eyeline.


Max looked at the kit, wondering if the syringe was what his father wanted. He knew that it contained a strong painkiller that would probably knock Kensy out.

He picked it up and Ed nodded. Then, while Max prepped the needle, Ed did his best to distract his daughter.

‘Please look this way, honey.’ He guided her face to the left and, as she turned, he grabbed the syringe from Max and jabbed it into her neck. It was the only piece of exposed flesh he had access to and, while the needle might have stung for a second, Kensy was out cold before she even realised what had happened.

Ed held her as she slumped down.

‘Dad! What are you doing? She’s going to be unconscious for hours!’ Max said.

‘I can’t fix her nose while she’s wide awake, and if I don’t move it back into place she’s going to need surgery. She was doing her best not to scream, but the minute I started any manipulation she would have alerted everyone within a hundred miles,’ Ed said. ‘There’s an antidote to the knock-out in the kit. She won’t know anything about it, as long as I get this right.’

‘How did we not notice yesterday?’ Max asked. ‘Her nose looks awful.’

‘I suspect I was so relieved to have her safe that I didn’t look very carefully,’ Ed said. ‘And obviously the swelling has come up overnight.’

‘She’d have hated going to the wedding with her face all busted up,’ Max said. ‘I know she says she doesn’t care about her looks or clothes or anything, but I’m not convinced that’s entirely true these days. Do you want me to hold her up?’

Ed nodded. Max slid around behind Kensy and propped her in his arms while Ed wriggled her nose back into place. There were a few crunches and grates as he popped the cartilage into alignment. He checked several times to make sure that there was no bump, although Anna would certainly want to do her own investigations once they were home.

‘Pass me that,’ Ed said, pointing at another syringe.


Max found what his father was after and administered it as gently as he could. A couple of minutes later, Kensy woke up.

‘What happened?’ she asked. ‘Did I pass out?’

The pair looked at her and nodded.

Kensy reached up and touched her nose. Surprisingly there was no pain.

‘Did you fix it?’ she asked.

‘Good as new, sweetheart,’ Ed said. ‘But I think maybe you need to stay here and rest while Max and I check out the hut.’

Kensy stood up. She felt fine. ‘Ah, no. That’s not happening. I’m coming. Besides, what if it’s not them and you leave me here on my own? Dash might find me and throw me off the mountain.’

‘Now you’re just being dramatic,’ Max said. ‘I suspect Dash might be in more danger than you.’

Kensy bit her lip. ‘Probably. I hate him so much for what he did to Grandmère and Grandpère. And even though I’m still not sure about this wedding, I don’t want him to ruin Uncle Rupert’s life again. That would be very unfair.’

‘All right,’ Ed said. ‘Pack up and we’ll get moving. It looks like it’s going to be a clear day. We’ll be able to see for miles, but that means they will too.’

Max had a thought. ‘Dad, have you checked the tracker? Then we’ll know it’s them for sure.’

Ed looked at his watch. Max checked his watch too, remembering that he had the software as well. With the kerfuffle over Kensy’s nose, he’d quite forgotten.

‘Bingo,’ Ed said. ‘Come on. I’d love to get this sorted today – then maybe we can have a holiday in Australia before your uncle’s big day. A week at the beach sounds good to me.’
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On the other side of the world, Anna and Cordelia had been working hard all day. After discovering that Romilly was missing, along with all of her worldly possessions, the two women and Sidney had gone to Pharos HQ to help Peter scrub through CCTV footage – not only around the MacGregors’ home, but now Romilly’s place too. Oddly enough, neither search had brought any evidence to light. It was very strange indeed.

Worse still, Cordelia had received word from the communications team first thing in the morning that their new satellite was offline and was impacting agents on covert and remote missions the world over. They were still struggling to repair it now, and there was some concern they might have been hacked, which could be disastrous.

Without the satellite, Cordelia and Anna had no idea how things were progressing in New Zealand and whether Dash and Percy had been found, let alone apprehended.

It had just gone half four when Cordelia fielded the fifth call from Tippie, who was desperate to learn the origin of the DNA that Anna had collected from under her fingernails. Cordelia told Tippie the same thing she’d told her every other time the woman had phoned – that she would let her know when the results were conclusive. She then told the woman she would be unavailable for the rest of the day and there was no point calling again.

Cordelia hung up and sighed then suggested she and Anna take a break. In any case, Anna needed to get home and take Wellie and Mac for a walk – the pair had been cooped up all day. The two women agreed to reconvene back at HQ at half seven.

Anna bade her mother-in-law farewell and headed home to Ponsonby Terrace, where she was greeted in the kitchen by the dogs dancing around her feet.

‘Come on, you two,’ Anna said. Wellie stretched out long and low while Mac raced upstairs ahead of her. Anna found him staring at the leads that dangled from the coat rack by the front door. She took them down and clipped Mac’s blue leash onto his collar followed by Wellie’s red one. They were the most darling dogs and always looked smart, though Anna was relieved it was still warm enough to leave their coats at home. It was generally an ordeal for anyone but Song to get Wellie dressed.

The woman trotted down the front steps and along the street towards the Thames. Autumn was a lovely time of year in London, especially at dusk. The air was crisp and the trees were beginning to change colour, turning all manner of shades from gold to copper to deep red.


‘Which way shall we go?’ Anna asked the boys. She wasn’t expecting an answer, but Mac pulled in the direction of the city. He probably remembered the last time they’d made a right turn and walked for hours – wandering along the river to World’s End Estate, then home via the King’s Road and Sloane Square in Chelsea. Having spent all day concentrating on screens, Anna was tired and quite happy for a shorter outing.

She and the dogs crossed the road so they could walk along the river’s edge. Her plan was to go only as far as Lambeth Bridge, then loop back past the rear entrance of the Tate Gallery. The whole route wasn’t much more than a mile.

Anna tried to call Ed and the children again, with no luck. It would be Monday morning in New Zealand by now. Her stomach was in knots thinking about them and wondering if everything was all right.

The threesome walked along in companionable silence until Mac decided he needed to go to the toilet right in the middle of the footpath. He did his business, and then of course Wellie needed to go too.

Anna pulled out two disposable bags.

‘Good on you, love,’ an older man said as Anna was in the middle of pooper scooping. She gave him a feeble smile. This was about the only thing she didn’t love about having the dogs at home, but in the whole scheme of life it wasn’t a big deal.

On the other side of the river wall, Anna could hear voices – one of which sounded like someone she knew. She stood up and saw that there were a couple of narrow boats tethered to the moorings. They tended to come and go along this part of the Thames, unlike in other places, where the boats stayed permanently.

She didn’t want to peer over the edge in case it seemed she was being nosy, but at the same time she really wanted to know if she was right.

‘You need to leave her alone,’ the voice said. There was something in the tone that Anna would have interpreted as threatening, and she was almost certain the voice belonged to Magoo MacGregor.


She had to know for sure. Fortunately the camera in her phone was the latest Pharos technology, designed to pick up details in low light without the aid of a flash. It helped there was a street lamp nearby too.

Anna raised her phone to the top of the wall and pointed the device in the direction of the voice then snapped away, forgetting she’d put her usually silenced alerts on loud in case Ed called. The noise reverberated in the crisp evening air.

‘What was that?’ a second gruff voice said.

Anna scrambled to get Wellie and Mac moving. She took off, pulling the hood of her jacket over her head as she and the dogs jogged to the bridge – hoping to blend in with the other evening runners who frequented the river trail. They kept up quite a pace – arriving home in no time. Poor Wellie and Mac were exhausted, and dropped to the floor as soon as Anna unclipped their leads.

She hadn’t dared to stop and review the pictures.


Unfortunately, it seemed all she’d managed to capture was part of the boat and a hand. What a waste. There was a wedding ring on the hand’s finger, and a watch on the wrist. She enlarged the area to see the brand of the timepiece. They could have belonged to anyone.

Still, she’d tell Cordelia, just in case. And she’d drive back to HQ along the river to see if the boat was still there. She thought it deserved a second look.
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Dash Chalmers rubbed his neck.

‘Damn sandflies,’ he said. Now that he knew where they were in the world, Dash was confident that was what had been biting him, and why he was so darned itchy. The last time he’d been to New Zealand, he’d had a terrible allergic reaction to the little blighters.

Last night they’d finally reached the shepherd’s hut. After throwing a couple of stones onto the roof to make sure that it was uninhabited, he and Percy went in. The place was stocked with tins of food and firewood. There were bunk beds with mattresses and blankets, and several old kerosene lamps too. While it wasn’t exactly five-star, it was certainly better than taking their chances with the bugs outside again. And then he’d seen the map pinned to the back of the door, telling them exactly where they were: to the south-west of Queenstown, New Zealand. Dash couldn’t believe that he was only three-hours flying time from home, however Percy was not impressed, having believed that they were likely somewhere in Europe. England was a long way from here.

They’d decided to stay the night – not that they had many choices, seeing that the supplies they’d taken from their prison cells were gone. Dash had tripped and sent the sack full of food and other necessities, plummeting into a ravine. He’d almost gone over with it, such was Percy’s fury. Although when he’d found the hut all had been forgiven – for now.

Percy had just opened another can of baked beans, slopping the contents into a saucepan on top of the wood burner. The man had polished off three tins last night and subsequently delivered his own version of Tchaikovsky’s 1812 Overture, much to Dash’s disgust.

Dash scratched again.

Percy looked at him. ‘What’s the matter? Have you got fleas?’

‘I need some calamine lotion or I’m going to put a hole in my neck. It’s so itchy, and now there’s a huge lump too,’ Dash replied.

‘I don’t know where you’re going to find a pharmacy out here, but I’d appreciate if you did – seeing that I could do with something for this gas,’ Percy said, rolling his eyes. ‘I’m sure there was a packet of peppermints in that stuff you threw off the cliff. You should know that if I’m in a very bad mood, you’ve got no one to blame but yourself, right?’

Dash didn’t think that was very fair. It wasn’t as if he’d lost their supplies on purpose. It was an accident. He’d opened and closed every cupboard in the hut, hoping to find a first-aid kit, but there was nothing.

‘Geez.’ Dash balled his fists and willed himself to stop scratching. He’d always had sensitive skin, and had suffered with hives as a child. It drove him mad.

Percy took the pot off the stovetop and placed it on the pine table.

‘Let me see,’ he said.

Dash’s neck was red with fingernail marks, but it was the bump that had him most intrigued. Percy pressed his finger against it and realised it was a perfect oval shape. He didn’t know sandfly bites were so uniform.

‘Ow!’ Dash yelped. ‘What the heck! That hurts.’

Percy hesitated, then reached up and pressed the same spot on his own neck. He felt around for a moment, then realised the fortuitousness of his gaol mate’s bug bite.

‘Well, this is interesting,’ Percy said.

‘What? What’s the matter?’ Dash demanded.

‘I think we have a couple of foreigners with us,’ Percy said.

Dash ran to the window and looked outside.

‘What?’ Who? Where are they?’ Dash demanded.


‘Not out there, you daft git. The bug bite. We’re lucky that critter thought to give you a nip right there, or we might never have found them.’ Percy said. ‘Given I’ve probably had mine for years, that sandfly deserves a medal.’

Dash still had no idea what the other man was talking about. He looked at Percy blankly.

‘Found what?’ Dash said.

‘The bug that’s in your neck,’ Percy said, shaking his head.

‘What do you mean?’ Dash barked.

‘I’d say it’s a tracking device of some kind, knowing my former colleagues,’ the man said. ‘They’ll be monitoring our every move. If we want to make a proper break for it, then we have to get rid of them.’

‘A tracking device?’ Dash asked, his eyes wide. ‘Are you serious? I thought that sort of thing only happened in the movies? I can’t go back to prison. I won’t – it’s not fair. I’m a good person.’

Percy walked over to the kitchen and pulled out a drawer, ratting through the mismatched forks and knives and spoons. Right at the back was a small hunting knife. It was a little rusted on the end, but it would do just fine.

‘They’ve probably got us surrounded already,’ Percy said. He opened the door of the wood-burning stove and pushed the tip of the knife into the red-hot coals.

Dash ran to the window and ducked down, peering into the bush. The light was still dull, but that didn’t mean unknown figures weren’t out there, watching.

‘Get away from there,’ Percy ordered. ‘They’ll have guns, you know. Rocket launchers if we’re really unlucky.’

Dash spun back to face Percy and saw the knife glint in the lamp light.

‘What are you going to do with that?’ he whimpered. Dash didn’t enjoy the thought of pain – not one little bit.

‘I can go first or you can, but we’re not leaving this hut until whatever’s in our necks is gone,’ Percy said.

Dash swallowed hard. The thought of Percy digging around near his carotid artery scared the heck out of him, but if he really had an internal tracking device implanted . . . he had to get rid of it. Dash had things to do – his family needed him.

And now they had a map, it should be a darn sight easier for him and Percy to find their way out of the mountains. He’d be home in no time.

Dash gritted his teeth as Percy raised the knife.












[image: image]




Anna made her way out of the lift at Pharos HQ and hurried along the corridor to Cordelia’s office. When she’d gone back to take a second look at the river, the narrow boat was gone. Though Anna knew well enough that even the smallest pieces of information – no matter how trivial – could often hold the key to solving a bigger puzzle. She’d show her mother-in-law the photographs regardless.

Anna knocked on the door, but there was no answer.


‘I’m here, dear,’ Cordelia said, leaning out of the doorway of the central communications room further down the passage.

‘Oh hello,’ Anna said, and walked down to meet her.

The communications facility resembled a NASA control room, with banks of screens and monitors lining the walls and several rows of desks, all with their own computers.

‘How were the dogs?’ Cordelia asked.

‘Happy for a walk, though in the end it turned out to be more of a run actually,’ Anna said, somewhat mysteriously. She’d fill her mother-in-law in on the details when they were alone. Right now she was more concerned about the communications issues.

‘Any luck with the satellite?’

‘Morris has confirmed we were definitely hacked, which seems quite extraordinary, given the security we have in place,’ Cordelia replied.

There was a bald man sitting at the central desk, his fingers flying over the keys as he entered reams of code.

He stopped and turned to Cordelia, motioning for her to come closer.


‘Ma’am, I’m afraid this appears to be an inside job,’ he said quietly.

Cordelia swallowed hard. Their work was hard enough without rogue agents bringing them unstuck from within.

‘Can you trace it?’ she asked.

The man nodded, but said, ‘Right now I’m concentrating on getting communications back online. I’ll continue tracking afterwards. Everything’s taking much longer than I would have hoped – the hacker has really done a number on our systems.’

Anna was getting a sinking feeling their hacker might well be at the top of their game. There was no guarantee they’d be found if they really were that good.

‘I think we’re close to being back online,’ Morris said. ‘I’ll let you know as soon as we’re live.’

Anna leant towards Cordelia. ‘Romilly?’ she whispered. Cordelia blanched, but it was clear she didn’t want to continue the conversation here.

Anna hoped that the satellite would be back online sooner rather than later. Her anxiety was through the roof, not knowing what was happening with Ed and the children. In the meantime, there were the pictures of the boat – and possibly Magoo – to worry about. She followed her mother-in-law as Cordelia turned on her heel and walked out into the hallway.
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There was a knock on Cordelia’s office door as Anna was transferring the photographs onto her mother-in-law’s computer. Peter Petrovska poked his head around.

‘Oh, good timing,’ Cordelia said. ‘Please, come in.’

‘Any word on Romilly?’ he asked, standing on the other side of Cordelia’s giant desk.

Cordelia shook her head. ‘No. Sidney is back at her townhouse checking for DNA and fingerprints. But perhaps you can help us with something else.’

She quickly explained Anna’s photographs as the younger woman brought them up on one of four large screens that were attached to Cordelia’s computer. They honed in on the ring and the watch.

‘Have you got any recent pictures of Magoo?’ he asked.

‘There are bound to be loads of them in the school archive,’ Cordelia said. ‘Anna, would you mind?’

Within a few seconds, Anna had found the relevant folder and accessed a vast range of photos, mainly from school events. She felt a pang in her heart when an image of Kensy, Max and their winning World STEM Championship team appeared. Magoo was standing at the end of the row. She enlarged the picture to see he was wearing a ring and a watch – and they looked just like the ones in the photo she’d taken.

‘I think we might have a match,’ she said. Peter agreed.

Cordelia was standing behind the pair of them, only half paying attention. She was still thinking about Romilly and what on earth would have possessed the woman to attack Tippie. And then for her to simply disappear. It made no sense at all – unless she was planning something? Cordelia would pay a visit to the Inventions Team tomorrow to find out what Romilly had been working on. Something didn’t add up.

Anna stared at the photo Peter had enlarged on a second screen. It was another view of the hand, showing a reflection in the watch face. She’d not noticed it before.

‘Peter, can you see that?’ she pointed. ‘I think there’s a person.’

The man leaned in closer and took over, sharpening the image and enlarging it until the pixelation disappeared.

‘Cordelia, do you recognise this man at all?’ Anna asked.

Cordelia was on the phone, rescheduling a meeting she was supposed to have with one of their foreign bureaus in twenty minutes’ time. She ended the call and looked at the screen, the colour draining from her face.

‘Cordelia, are you okay?’ Anna asked.

She quickly stood up and ushered her mother-in-law into the empty chair.


‘You look as if you’ve seen a ghost,’ Peter said.

Cordelia breathed in deeply through her nose. ‘If that’s who I think it is, then I just have.’

Anna and Peter exchanged quizzical glances.

‘Who is it?’ Anna asked.

‘Either I’m going mad, or that’s Percy MacGregor’s twin brother Lawrence,’ the woman replied.
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It had taken Ed and the twins nearly four hours to reach the hut. While it hadn’t looked terribly far away from their camp, the terrain was difficult.

According to the trackers, Percy and Dash were still inside. They had to be careful. This was their opportunity to capture the pair – no one wanted to mess it up. The hut was in a small clearing surrounded by matagouri bushes. Ed, Max and Kensy were crouching about fifty metres away, watching carefully for any sign of movement.

‘There’s no smoke any more,’ Max said.


His father had noticed that too.

‘Hasn’t been for a long time. They probably put the fire out, knowing the smoke would be easier to see in the daylight,’ Ed said. ‘Let’s hope they’re sleeping – the element of surprise would be very helpful right now.’

‘We need to cover all exit points,’ Max said.

Kensy nodded, then grimaced. The painkillers were wearing off and her nose was starting to throb again.

‘I can send Ferdinand over there to have a look,’ Kensy said, reaching into her pocket. She pulled out a metal container and popped it open, then put on her glasses and sent the bee drone into the air. She’d suggested using him earlier, but her father said there was no point – they knew the pair was still inside so best to wait until they were close.

‘What can you see, little guy?’ she whispered as Ferdinand flew towards the hut and circumnavigated the building.

‘There are three windows, Dad. All of them are closed and they have thick curtains.’ She landed Ferdinand on one of the panes of glass, but there were no gaps anywhere to see through.

Kensy flew the bee around to the front porch, but the door was closed. She tried the chimney, hoping that now the fire was out she could fly Ferdinand down and into the hut, but a tight wire mesh over the top put paid to that idea. It was likely there to stop possums getting inside.

‘Sorry – Ferdinand isn’t proving very useful,’ Kensy said as she landed the drone on her shoulder and put him away again.

‘Never mind. He was never going to be able to take them without our help,’ Ed said with a grin.

Kensy thought for a moment. ‘There’s an idea. What if I kit him out with some more serious weapons when we get back home. His stinger is great, but maybe poison gas would work, or if he could fire darts like a machine gun . . .’

‘Wonderful ideas, darling, but I think we need to focus on what’s happening now,’ Ed said.

‘Sure,’ the girl said absently.


Max gave her a nudge. Kensy pulled a face, then wished instantly that she hadn’t. The pain was awful.

‘I’ll take the front door,’ Ed said. ‘Kensy you can take the right-hand side and Max, head to the back. We don’t want to tip off Dash and Percy to our arrival – try not to make any noise.’

Ed loaded his rifle. The children both had slingshots, with ball bearings for ammunition. Ed decided that Anna would never forgive him if he gave the children guns, and it didn’t seem likely that Dash and Percy would be armed – unless there were weapons in the hut. Ed pushed the thought from his mind.

The children also had their new Pharos wristbands too, which had many features other than the net Max had used very successfully to save Fitz from certain death.

Everyone checked their equipment before they entered the clearing. When they were in position, Ed crept onto the old porch and kicked the front door. It flung open.

‘Show yourselves!’ he called out. ‘We’ve got you surrounded.’ But there was no answer, and when Ed entered the building, he soon realised Dash and Percy weren’t there.

‘It’s clear!’ he shouted. The children rushed from their designated areas to join him.

‘How is this possible?’ Max gasped. The place had been turned upside down – mattresses flung from the bunks, cupboard doors hanging open, chairs tipped over.

The boy looked at his father quizzically.

‘Dash and Percy’s handiwork, I presume,’ Ed said and stared at his watch. The tracker said the escapees were still right there but the place was empty.

Kensy spotted something on the old kitchen table and went to investigate. Two tiny silver devices, half the size of chickpeas, sat side by side. Carved into the timber beside them was the word ‘Gotcha!’

‘Dad, come and see this,’ she said, feeling a little sick. Both devices had blood and other tissue stuck to them.

Max reached her first. ‘No way!’ the boy said. ‘How would they have known about the trackers?’


Kensy bit her lip. ‘And how did they get them out?’

‘I’m afraid this gives them quite an advantage,’ Ed said. ‘Hopefully they’re not too far ahead of us.’

Max opened the door of the wood burner and realised that, although the coals were no longer glowing, they were still warm. He picked up the saucepan, which contained a last few cold baked beans.

‘It’s impossible to tell how long ago they left,’ the boy said.

‘Or which way they’re heading,’ Kensy added.

Ed shook his head. ‘Don’t be too sure about that. We’re looking for footprints, indentations in the grass, broken branches – anything that’s been disturbed,’ he said. ‘We can find them.’

‘You’re right, Dad. We did a whole unit on tracking with Mr Nutting earlier this term,’ Kensy said. ‘And I’ve got Ferdinand. He can go ahead of us.’

Max was looking around the hut and realised that something had been torn from the back of the door – a small corner of paper was still attached to a thumbtack.


‘Dad, I think they have a map,’ he said.

Ed looked at the remaining section. ‘It must be the farm and surrounds. If that’s the case, they’ll know where they are. Come on, we need to get moving. And we’d better take these with us.’ He scooped up the trackers and put them into a zipped pocket. ‘We don’t want Song and Rupert coming up here looking for Dash and Percy. Better they find us instead.’

The family gathered their things. Once they were outside, they started searching for footprints that didn’t belong to them.

Kensy came up trumps almost immediately.

‘There!’ she pointed. The damp ground turned out to be a huge bonus as they followed the men’s tracks out of the clearing and down the mountainside.

Remembering the map he’d studied of the farm while they were on the plane, Max was almost certain he knew where they were headed.

‘They’re going to the house,’ Max said.

Ed nodded. ‘I’ll let Song know.’
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Ed called Song via his watch but it wouldn’t go through. He couldn’t call Rupert or Fitz either. It seemed that even with their new satellite capacity, things could be sketchy in the mountains. Either that or there was a major problem with the Pharos communications system.

Now that they didn’t have a fix on Dash and Percy, things had become a lot more dangerous. The men were obviously aware that they were previously being tracked, and would no doubt be on high alert.


Max was leading the way. Although the footprints were harder to spot on the rocky ground, there was still plenty of evidence that they were heading in the right direction. The boy stopped to point out a patch of trampled bracken fern, but when Kensy went to investigate further she wished she hadn’t.

‘Oh, disgusting,’ she said, gagging. ‘I did not need to see that.’

‘I gather someone’s been to the loo in there,’ her father said. ‘Number two?’

‘They could have covered it over,’ Kensy said.

But Max thought differently. He’d gone to take a look himself, which his sister thought completely unnecessary.

‘I’d say that’s been there for between two and three hours,’ Max said.

‘And you know that just by looking at it?’ Kensy asked, pulling a face then instantly regretting it due to the pain.

‘No,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘Where were you when Mr Nutting was talking about body waste?’

‘Probably blocking my ears,’ the girl replied.


‘You can tell how long it’s been exposed from the crustiness,’ Max said. ‘It’s gross, but we have to use every method we can to find these monsters. If they’re only a couple of hours ahead of us, I’m sure we can catch up to them before they make it to the homestead.’

Kensy was glad Ferdinand hadn’t seen whoever it was that made the deposit in the bushes. She’d sent him ahead, but soon realised that it was too hard to control the drone and keep pace with her father and brother. She was also finding it difficult to concentrate with her nose throbbing.

Ed tried to call Song and his brother and Fitz again but still no luck. He was beginning to think there was a major Pharos outage – and if that was the case, who knew how long it would be before things came back online.

‘Dad, do you have any more painkillers?’ Kensy asked. The ache was making her feel sick.

The man stopped and pulled out the first-aid kit. ‘The best thing would be another local anaesthetic, sweetheart, if you can bear the idea of a needle in your face.’


‘I don’t care,’ she said. ‘That would be better than feeling as if someone kicked me in the nose.’

She sat down and her father set to while Max scanned the area ahead of them using the magnifier on his glasses like binoculars. The gadget even included distance measurements. A movement on a neighbouring mountain was a deer a couple of kilometres away as the crow flies.

He watched it for a few moments, then jumped as the animal did the same. The deer had been startled – and he knew what, or rather who, was responsible.

‘Dad! I can see them!’ Max exclaimed, causing his father to miscue with the needle, which plunged into Kensy’s bottom lip.

‘Ow!’

He immediately pulled it back out.

Kensy glared at her father. ‘You stabbed me!’ she wailed.

Ed grimaced. ‘Darling, I’m so sorry. You know I didn’t mean to.’ Fortunately he’d only squeezed half of the anaesthetic from the syringe. ‘Here, let me have another try.’


‘No way! You’re not coming near me with that thing again.’ She could feel her lip numbing almost instantly. ‘Just give me thome parathetamol,’ she said, her speech already affected.

‘Sorry, Kensy,’ Max said. ‘I shouldn’t have called out, but, Dad – I’ve found them!’

Kensy gave her brother a death stare, but she was secretly happy that he’d located Dash and Percy.

Ed quickly located the two tablets for Kensy and gave her shoulder a squeeze.

‘Dad, come on – I’ve lost them again,’ Max urged, right at the same time that Dash and Percy emerged from behind a mass of thick foliage. Dash was scratching himself all over.

Ed trained his glasses on the pair too. ‘It’s twelve kilometres if we take the track. But, if we were to go in a straight line across there,’ he said, pointing further to the east, ‘we’d be able to ambush them up ahead.’

‘And how do you propose we do that, Dad? There’s a ravine,’ Max said. ‘And what if they see us?’


‘The only reason we can see them is because of our magnifying glasses. And they won’t be walking along this side of the cliff – it’s too steep. I’m sure they’ll have to head inland,’ Ed replied.

The man pinpointed a huge rock across the other side. It was just on a kilometre away. Ed grabbed his backpack and rummaged around, pulling out a device that resembled a small gun.

The twins looked at one another, realising what their father was planning.

‘Wil tha wo?’ Kensy tried to speak.

Ed looked at her. ‘Oh, Kens, I’m sorry,’ he said, biting back a smile. There was a river of drool running down her chin and her bottom lip had swollen to twice its size.

‘I caan fe afing,’ she mumbled.

Max had to turn away to stop from laughing – poor Kensy. This was going to make a great story one day – after Dash and Percy were caught and life was back to normal. Now, they needed to get across that ravine. But the idea of zip-lining all that way was doing strange things to his stomach.


‘We should be fine,’ Ed said, then mumbled, ‘As long as there’s no more tremors.’

He programmed the device and lined things up, hoping that the tungsten arrow would penetrate the rock deeply enough to hold. Then he pulled the trigger.

Shoof! The arrow shot out, with the zipline flying behind it. Max watched through his glasses as it hurtled into the air and speared into the rock face. Now it was a matter of securing this end. Ed released the rear hatch and another tungsten tipped arrow pierced deeply into the rock behind them. He pulled on the metal line.

‘Feels pretty good to me,’ he said.

‘Beha be,’ Kensy started, then gave up, shaking her head. She’d been thinking that as soon as they were on the other side, she’d put Ferdinand back up again. He would be their eyes with Percy and Dash so close.

‘I’ll go first,’ Max volunteered.

His father was about to object, but the boy pointed out that he was less than half the man’s weight. And besides, he’d done a considerable amount of zip-line training recently, while Ed hadn’t been on one for a while.

Max had his harness ready in no time and quickly attached himself to the line. This was no doubt one of the longest runs he’d ever been on, and the highest, but if it meant they could get to Dash and Percy sooner, then he was willing to take the risk. It was best not to think about it for too long. Max gave the others a wave and launched himself into the abyss.

Kensy felt her heart thumping, even if she couldn’t feel her bottom lip.

She and Ed watched as Max sped along the line, faster and faster until he slowed down and came to a stop right in front of the boulder. He stood on solid ground, then turned and gave them two thumbs up, which they could see through their magnifying glasses.

‘Good job, mate,’ Ed said aloud, though with their comms down Max wouldn’t have heard him. Kensy had her harness ready to go next. Ed was helping her attach the line when a sound like a freight train rumbled. The ground began to move.


‘Kensy!’ Ed exclaimed, and grabbed the clip to unhitch her. She stumbled forward, but her father managed to grab hold of her as the earth shook violently.

On the other side of the ravine, Max saw the boulder the zipline was attached to lurch forward. He jumped clear and watched as it rolled over the edge of the cliff, tumbling down and down. All around, the ground swayed. Max lay flat, trying to make himself as small as possible, hoping to not be crushed in the meantime.

Ed lay on top of Kensy, shielding her from the showers of small stones that rained down continually from above. When the aftershock finally stopped, he pushed himself up and made sure that she was okay.

‘Whoa,’ Kensy muttered, then jumped to her feet. She flicked the magnifier on her glasses and searched the cliff face on the other side. Max was lying still on the ground.

‘Maaaa!’ she tried to say, but the words wouldn’t come. ‘Daaaa!’ she exclaimed. Not being able to speak properly was driving her mad.


Ed had his eyes trained on the boy too. ‘Just wait.’

They watched for another few seconds until Max finally scrambled to his feet. He looked towards the other side of the ravine and waved to let them know he was okay.

He tried to call his father and Kensy via his watch, but communications were still down. He wondered what they would do now. There was no way they could risk another zipline crossing. If Kensy had been in the middle when the tremor happened – well, he didn’t even want to think about where she would be now.

The thought wasn’t lost on his sister either. She was beginning to think Queenstown had a vendetta against her. That was silly, of course, but two close shaves were more than enough for her.

Kensy looked at her father, palms upturned.

‘We’ll have to take the track and hope that we catch up to Dash and Percy before they reach your brother,’ Ed said.

Kensy used sign language to ask her father if they should tell Max to go back to the homestead and warn the others.


Ed thought for a moment. It wasn’t the worst idea, given how dangerous Dash and Percy were. If they found Max alone, then who knew what they might do.

‘Good thinking,’ Ed said. He looked back across and gave Max a wave, then signed the message about heading for the homestead – they’d follow on the trail.

Max gave his father another thumbs up confirming he understood the message. And then he was gone.

Ed turned off the magnification on his glasses. ‘Come on, Kensy,’ he said. ‘I’m afraid your nose is probably going to hurt quite a bit. This time, we need to run.’
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Song stood on the side of the mountain, scanning the valley below, searching for any sign of Doug. By Evan’s reckoning, this was the last place he had seen his brother – where they had been separated after the quake. But Song hadn’t yet found any evidence of the man.


His journey thus far had been most unpleasant. He’d lost count of the number of injured sheep he’d had to put out of their misery, but it was a hare that had brought him unstuck.

Song had found the animal dragging its broken hind legs and mewling in pain. The look in its amber eyes pleaded for release. In less than a split second, and through a haze of tears, he had ended the poor creature’s life. Song had seen death many times before, but nothing like this.

The fact that he couldn’t call out to Doug was problematic, slowing down the search. Song had Dash and Percy’s location from the trackers, but the risk of his voice echoing was too great.

He trained his binoculars on every single bush and rock, as well as the gaping chasms that probably weren’t a feature of the landscape before the quake.

Doug could easily have fallen into one – not an idea Song wanted to contemplate, but given how long the man had been missing now, he had to consider every possibility. He’d promised Rosie he would find her son and, although every bone and muscle in his body was aching, he would not give up. It wasn’t only his training that made him relentless. He thought about one of his favourite Confucius quotes – It does not matter how slowly you go, so long as you do not stop. He wasn’t about to do that now.
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Max was doing his best to stay calm but that wasn’t easy given the circumstances. His heart was racing and sweat trickled down the back of his neck. Not only had he been separated from his family and almost launched off the mountain in the latest round of aftershocks, he’d thought he was making great progress towards the homestead when he was ambushed by Percy and Dash. What were the chances?

Max had tried to play himself off as a lost hiker, but when Dash had realised who he really was, it was all over. Dash had blathered to Percy about Max and Kensy, telling the man far more than Max would have liked. Now Percy and Dash had a bargaining chip – probably the best chip they could have ever hoped for.

‘Give that back!’ Max demanded. When Percy had pounced and dragged him into the bushes, Dash had quickly relieved him of his backpack and the utility belt around his waist. Max still had his wristbands, but he wasn’t ready to deploy them yet. He was also worried they might take his watch and that would be disastrous, especially when it came back online. He pulled his sleeves down further, hoping they wouldn’t notice either accessory.

‘Since when did Cordelia Spencer send children to do her dirty work?’ Percy said. ‘Especially her own grandchildren?’

Max ignored him. He wondered how much Percy had told Dash about Pharos.

Percy investigated Max’s backpack and found a length of rope, which he used to tie the boy’s hands together and then wrapped the remainder around his body. Then Percy tethered Max to his own waist. He roped Dash to the two of them as well, so that there was no chance of Max getting away. When they set off, Percy walked behind, keeping an eye on both of them.

‘Don’t even think about trying anything, kid, or see this?’ He held Max’s slingshot aloft as the boy turned to see. ‘I won’t hesitate to use it – I was a crack shot back in the old days. That sort of skill never leaves you. Used to be one of my favourite things as a kid – taking out the eyes of rabbits or foxes, though there was this kid once who really annoyed me . . .’

Max swallowed hard and a chill ran down his spine. If Percy could kill Dominic Spencer in cold blood, then wounding a defenceless animal or child would mean less than nothing to the man. But if Max played his cards right, this unfortunate situation could work to his advantage. The best thing would be to slow the pair down and allow his father and Kensy to catch up.

The trail wasn’t easy so taking things carefully was important anyway. As Max was deliberating the best way to negotiate a particularly steep section, he was almost wiped out by a deer that quite literally came from nowhere and flew over the top of him.

‘Whoa!’ the boy yelled as loudly as he could, hoping the sound would carry. Max hit the deck, narrowly avoiding contact with the creature’s back hooves. ‘He was huge.’

‘Royal Stag, I’d say,’ Percy replied. ‘I looked after your grandfather’s herd for a while – between missions,’ he said. ‘Gave me excellent access to everything at Alexandria.’

Max turned and stared at the man. ‘Did it make it easier to kill him?’

Dash flinched. ‘You killed Cordelia’s husband? That was stupid. You know the woman is a champion grudge holder.’

‘Dominic deserved it,’ Percy said, his tone icy.

But Max didn’t believe that for one second.

‘What did Grandpa do to you?’ the boy asked. He wasn’t sure it was a good idea to press for details but Percy seemed to be on a bit of a roll.

‘My identical twin, Lawrence, was kidnapped when we were toddlers, and your grandfather refused to pay the ransom. My mother always said that it was because of Cordelia – she told him not to, and the result was that the bad guys killed Lawrence.’

‘Granny said that Grandpa did everything possible to get your brother back. Besides, you were so young – how do you know that’s true?’ Max said.

‘Cordelia’s a liar! My mother spent the rest of her life weeping for her lost boy. Most of the time she couldn’t get out of bed. My father died of a broken heart. Your grandfather was supposed to look after us. We were Pharos too – family, they said. But he let my mother fade away.

‘He never cared about us – we were lowly worms in that empire. My father looked after Alexandria, but his brother married up in the ranks – Uncle Ernest’s wife was Dominic Spencer’s cousin. They were treated differently. Given all the opportunities.

‘But I was smart and I knew that if I showed your grandfather that I had potential, then he could make things happen. He sent me to school in London. I became an agent, but I only ever had one goal – avenge my brother’s death and make your grandmother feel the way my mother and I had felt our whole lives,’ Percy said. ‘So I did.’

‘But you got caught,’ Max said. ‘And you’ve been here for years. I don’t understand how any of it was worthwhile.’

‘You wouldn’t, because the other half of you is still up there somewhere on that mountain, isn’t she? But if anything was to happen to your sister, then believe me, you’d realise that every second I’ve spent in your grandmother’s prison was worth it, knowing I was able to cause her that pain,’ Percy snarled.

Max couldn’t believe the venom in the man’s words. Percy’s whole life had been poisoned by an event that had taken place when he was not much more than a baby. Max wished he knew all of his grandmother’s side of the story, but that would have to wait.

It seemed that Percy had nothing more to say. Dash’s voice filled the silence. For the next little while, his questioning of Max was relentless.


‘What are you doing here anyway? Is your father with you? Is your grandmother here, and what about that pesky twin sister of yours? Have you been tracking us?’

The man wouldn’t stop.

‘You know I’m not going to tell you anything,’ Max said. ‘I’d save my energy if I was you.’ The boy was still anxious, but Dash was annoying and he just wanted him to shut up.

Dash huffed like a three-year-old on the verge of a tantrum.

‘Have you seen my children?’ Dash asked. ‘And Tinsley? Are they all right?’

Max couldn’t help himself. ‘They’re so much better than all right with you off the scene.’

‘What do you mean? They must miss me. Tinsley would never give up searching – she adores me,’ Dash replied.

‘Adores you?’ Max scoffed. ‘You can’t be serious.’ He knew it was dangerous, telling Dash things he wouldn’t want to hear, but the man was genuinely delusional.


Max was actually starting to feel sorry for him. The Pharos trainees had been studying personality disorders and while Max was no expert, he suspected that Dash suffered from extreme narcissism. He really seemed to believe that his family would be pining for him – as though he didn’t remember that Tinsley had run away because he was a monster. Max wondered if he felt even remotely guilty about the terrible things he’d done.

After a long stint of silence from the other man, Percy found his voice again. ‘Who’s at the farmhouse?’ he asked.

Max kept tight-lipped on that – just as he should have done when Dash was harassing him.

They continued walking and Percy asked him again, and again Max said nothing. Suddenly the boy heard footsteps pounding and felt a blow across the back of his head. Max fell to his knees. Percy towered over him and was about to lay the boot in when Max spoke. It was probably better to tell him something than wind up unconscious.

‘The old lady who lives there,’ he said. ‘She’s on her own.’


‘I don’t believe you,’ Percy said. ‘There must be others.’

Max was debating what to say. In this case he’d go for the truth, or close to it.

‘They’re all out looking for you two,’ the boy replied.

Percy grabbed the boy’s arm and pulled him back on his feet.

‘So you know the farm?’

Max nodded.

‘How far is it from here?’ Dash asked. ‘My feet are killing me, and if I have to eat any more baked beans, I think I’ll be sick.’

‘You feel bad?’ Percy said, a grimace on his face.

‘Yes,’ Dash replied. ‘I feel awful. I haven’t had a proper meal for days, I’ve had bugs biting me constantly and I need a shower.’

‘Oh, poor baby,’ the man replied, pouting his lips.

Max heard a belch and turned to see Percy clutch his stomach. It was pretty clear the man wasn’t feeling well despite teasing Dash. At a wild guess, Percy probably had a belly full of gas, having eaten nothing but baked beans recently – although, unlike Dash, he wasn’t making a song and dance about it. Max’s mind was spinning. Maybe he had something in his backpack. He was running through the first-aid kit’s inventory, thinking if there was anything that could ‘help’.

‘You didn’t answer my question, Max,’ Dash said.

The boy bit his lip. ‘I’m not sure about the distance.’

Percy had the map out and made them stop while he did some calculations. He spun around to hide the page from Max.

‘We’re about twenty-six kilometres away, so we’d better get a move on,’ Percy said.

‘Could I have a look at that?’ Max asked.

‘You’ve got to be joking, kid,’ Percy said, then flinched in pain again.

Max wondered if Percy and Dash thought they’d simply waltz into the homestead and take over. He really wanted his watch to come back online so he could get a message to the others – there was no way he could take these two down on his own.


But in the meantime Max’s earlier idea seemed more and more like a good one – maybe he could turn Percy’s obvious discomfort to his advantage. If he was right about the contents of the first-aid kit, he just had to find a way to get the man to take his ‘medicine’ – and Dash along with him. And then he could make his escape.
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Rupert Spencer had been on the trail now for hours. It was tough going. The most recent aftershock had thrown him from his feet, and then he’d taken a short cut, which proved to be a costly mistake. He’d wound up on the edge of a sheer drop and had to backtrack to find another trail.

All the while, Dash and Percy’s trackers showed the escapees were on the move.

Rupert looked up at the mountain in front of him, wishing he’d spent more time in the gym lately. He was struggling far more than he would have liked. The only consolation he had was that if he was finding it tough, surely Percy and Dash were too.

He couldn’t die now – Tinsley and the children were relying on him. While he was determined to find Dash and get him back under lock and key, for the first time in his life he was calculating the risks, no longer throwing caution to the wind.

And he had no choice but to keep going. His future depended on it.
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Percy MacGregor passed Max a water bottle. The boy sniffed the contents then took a few tentative sips before handing it back.

‘What are those things on your wrists?’ Percy asked. ‘Under the rope.’ Dash and Percy hadn’t seen the bands or his watch when they tied him up, and Max had been hoping it would stay that way.

‘Nothing,’ Max replied.

‘Yup, sure, and I’m a monkey’s uncle,’ Percy said. ‘Let me see.’ He grabbed the boy’s hands, which were still bound together, and roughly pushed the rope further up Max’s arms.

‘What sort of a useless accomplice are you?’ Percy grumbled, and looked at Dash, though it was Percy who had tied Max up in the first place and failed to notice the things.

The man relieved Max of his watch first, then looked more carefully at the wrist bands.

‘Are these what I think they are?’ Percy said.

Max shrugged. ‘I’m not a mind-reader. I have no idea what you think they might be.’ He shouldn’t have been so snide.

Percy glared at the boy. ‘You’ve got a smart mouth on you, kid. I’d keep quiet if I was you or you might find my fist in it.’

Max swallowed hard. He’d already had one smack over the back of his head and had no reason to think that Percy would hesitate to make good on his word.

‘If I’m not mistaken, these contain ropes – maybe even a net too. I once took Hayden Vanden Boom a Spiderman comic and said he should try to make this stuff. Why didn’t you use it when we grabbed you?’ Percy said, then sneered. ‘Were you thinking you’d wait till later? Well, that’s a shame now, isn’t it?’

Dash was still pondering who Cordelia Spencer and her family really were. Newspaper baroness was looking more and more like cover for something far more interesting.

‘Please, don’t,’ Max shouted as Percy wrestled the bands from his wrists.

‘What are you going to do about it?’ Percy asked, wrinkling his lip. ‘Have you got anything else we need to know about? Special underwear, perhaps? Anything hidden around your neck or in your socks?’

Max had the horrifying thought that he was about to be stripped naked on the side of the mountain, but thankfully Percy decided a regular old airport-style pat down would do for now.

Percy dropped the wristbands into the backpack he’d taken from Max earlier, then looked more closely at the watch.

‘Can you make calls from this thing?’ he asked.

Max didn’t reply.


‘I take that as a yes,’ Percy said. ‘Amazing how far technology has come.’

Now he had Dash’s attention. ‘So I could phone the kids?’ Dash asked. ‘Tell them I’m coming home?’

Max shook his head. ‘It’s not working – I don’t know why.’

Percy fiddled with the dials. ‘Not working, you say? Then what’s this?’

He shoved the watch in Max’s face. The two blips from the trackers were on the screen.

‘I don’t know,’ Max lied.

‘Do you think I came down in the last shower?’ Percy said. ‘I might have been out of action for a long time, but the training never leaves you. This is our trackers, isn’t it? Did your old man find them at the hut?’

Max shrugged, then felt the sting of Percy’s giant hand across his cheek.

‘Ow!’ he cried out, and grimaced.

Dash’s eyes were wide. ‘Mate, there’s no need to hit the kid. If he doesn’t want to tell you, then he doesn’t want to tell you.’

Max wondered if the thought of calling Van and Ellery had made Dash come to his aid.


Percy walked towards Dash, balled his fist and punched the man right in the mouth. Dash didn’t see it coming. He reeled backwards and fell to the ground.

‘What did you do that for?’ He nursed his aching jaw and tasted the blood on his cut lip.

‘No one tells me what to do,’ Percy said. The even tone of his voice was terrifyingly calm.

Max gave Dash a look of concern, as if he was on the man’s side. Surely he could use what had just happened to his advantage. Dash was a narcissistic monster in so many ways, but it seemed that there were still some shreds of decency to the man. Perhaps Max would talk about Van a little bit, and Ellery too. Appeal to the man’s paternal instincts. If Max could turn Dash against Percy, well, they had a much better chance of overpowering the older man together. Then he’d have one man captured, with one to go.

Percy looked at Max’s watch again. The blips were on the move.

‘Get moving,’ he ordered. ‘We need to reach the farmhouse before the others. There must be a boat or a plane down there.’


‘Who’s going to fly that?’ Dash asked. He’d had a couple of close calls while transporting his own cargo on small aircraft, and wasn’t a fan at the best of times – especially not in these mountains.

‘I’m a pilot,’ Percy said. ‘And this little upstart has probably had lessons by now too.’

Unfortunately, he was wrong there. Max and his cohort were due to begin their flight training after the holidays. He’d really been looking forward to it.

‘Yeah,’ Max mumbled. He would agree to whatever Percy said at the moment. That last slap had taken him by surprise, and he didn’t feel the need for another one anytime soon.
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Max wondered if Percy was planning to stop for the night. It was dangerous, having the three of them roped together. If one of them went over a cliff, they’d all go, and Max was sick of feeling as if this mission might be his last.

The boy was doing his best to keep his eyes open, but had stumbled a couple of times and was almost asleep on his feet. They’d been trekking for hours now, and he was almost certain that they had been walking around in circles although Percy was adamant they were nearing the farm. He was keen to enact his plan to disrupt the hike too – but so far there had been no opportunity.

Max was about to say something about dinner when Dash got in first.

‘I think we should stop and eat,’ the man said, turning his head to look at Max and Percy.

‘And I think you should keep your ideas to yourself,’ the older man growled, then pushed Max’s shoulder. The boy fell forward, landing hard against Dash’s back.

Dash helped him up. ‘I’m not sure when you became the boss of this escape,’ he said to Percy, ‘but if you’re not going to give us a break, then to be quite honest I’d rather you just kept going on your own.’ He stopped walking. ‘It’ll be dark soon and it’s colder tonight. I need food in my belly – even if it is baked beans.’

Max immediately piped up.

‘There are supplies in my bag if anyone wants them. Guaranteed much tastier than baked beans.’


‘Oh, that sounds good,’ Dash said.

Max needed to get access to his backpack – and hopefully his watch too. If things came back online and there was a bleep or a blip to alert Percy, they could be in a world of trouble.

‘All right, we’ll stop,’ Percy commanded. ‘Where’s this food?’

Max looked at him. ‘I can get it for you. It’s in my backpack.’

‘Seriously, kid – do you think I came down in the last shower?’

Percy undid the zip of the pack and fished around before locating several silver pouches.

Dash looked at them. ‘Why have I been carrying this the whole way?’ He let the backpack they’d found in the hut slide off his shoulders. Percy had filled it with tins and told Dash that, seeing as though it was his fault they lost their supplies in the first place, it was up to him to carry this lot now. It must have weighed at least ten kilograms.

‘Just lucky, I guess,’ Percy replied. ‘What do we do with this stuff? I imagine it was developed for astronauts or explorers and that wily grandmother of yours got her hands on it for the agency.’

Dash folded his arms in front of him. ‘You have to tell me – what is it exactly that Cordelia runs? The woman is a newspaper baroness, isn’t she? She and my mother have been best friends since they were girls. Surely Dame Spencer couldn’t keep a huge secret from my mother their entire lives,’ Dash said.

Percy scoffed. ‘You really have no idea.’

‘I suspect she runs some sort of vigilante organisation,’ Dash said tartly. ‘She certainly took the law into her own hands when it came to me.’

‘Yeah, that’s right, isn’t it, Max?’ Percy said. ‘You’re being trained to kill people. They start them young.’

Max didn’t say a word.

‘Trained to kill? I don’t believe that for a second. Max is a thirteen-year-old boy,’ Dash said.

‘You need to tell me how we get this food to look like something edible or maybe we’ll just open the beans,’ Percy said.


‘You’ll need to untie me,’ Max said.

Percy looked at him. ‘If you run or try anything stupid, you know I’ll kill you.’

Max nodded. ‘I know.’

Max waited until the man freed his hands then started preparing the food, which only needed cold water and a few minutes to rehydrate to a substance that was not only edible, but also appetising. His backpack was sitting right beside the meal pouch, as was a small stone, which he managed to toss into the air.

‘What was that?’ Percy said gruffly at the sound of the dull thud. He and Dash turned to look, then the pair went to investigate, giving Max just enough time to find what he needed in the first-aid kit.

‘Oi, what are you doing over there?’ Percy snapped.

There was only time to taint one of the meals before Percy grabbed the boy’s hands.

‘I’m getting dinner,’ Max whispered, not keen to feel another of the man’s blows.

Percy glowered and picked up the backpack, placing it well out of Max’s reach. ‘If you want a hot meal, we have to make a fire,’ Max said. He needed another distraction.

Percy looked at him and scoffed. ‘Ah, no,’ he said. ‘We’re not going to send out smoke signals to your father and anyone else who’s out here looking for us.’

Max bit his lip. Perhaps he would try another angle.

‘Okay, fine, but this stew tastes way better warmed up – don’t say you weren’t warned.’

He could see Dash licking his lips. ‘I hate cold food – unless it’s salad.’

‘Me too,’ Max replied.

‘I said that we’ll have it cold,’ Percy ordered menacingly. He wasn’t about to be told what to do by a kid.

Max looked at his backpack. If only he’d had more time when the pair was sidetracked. Now Percy was watching him like a hawk and he’d only managed to do half the job.

Maybe when the men started eating he’d have a chance.

Max passed Percy the first pot of cold stew and the camp fork that came with the small foldable container he had used to put it in.


The man sniffed the food before deciding it seemed okay. He dug in and started wolfing it down. Dash took his pot and began eating too – though far more slowly.

Max picked at the small amount of food he’d organised for himself so the men wouldn’t be suspicious that he was up to something.

It didn’t take long for Percy to feel the effects of Max’s plan.

‘Oh for the love of Manchester United!’ Percy exclaimed, leaping up and running towards the nearest bush. Suddenly there was an explosion of sound. Dash and Max eyeballed one another.

‘Well, that’s disgusting,’ Dash said, pulling a face. ‘Enough to turn anyone off their food, though this is much better than I expected.’

‘Bring me some toilet paper – I know there’s a roll in that backpack!’ Percy yelled before another barrage of sound split the air.

Max looked at Dash, who frowned.

‘I’m not going anywhere near him,’ the man said, shaking his head then taking another bite of his dinner.


Max saw his chance. He stood up and walked towards the backpack, pretending that he was about to take Percy the roll. But then he grabbed the bag and bolted past Dash. Unfortunately he didn’t count on the man being so quick. Max didn’t see the rock before it hit him in the head, knocking him out cold.
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Curtis Pepper and his parents had spent the day in the city, shopping and having a late lunch at one of their favourite Chinese restaurants. They’d taken the ferry there and back, sitting up front to enjoy the views of the harbour and the Opera House. Curtis thought about all the times he’d journeyed to school this very same way. Maybe he could go and have a spin around Wentworth Grammar sometime this week – for old time’s sake.

He’d started his investigations into Lawrence MacGregor earlier that morning. A general internet search had turned up a few old newspaper articles about a kidnapping, but the trail had run cold very quickly. He was planning to see if he could find more on the Pharos database. Although trainees didn’t have access to the mainframe, Mr Reffell had recently shown them an archive on which they could investigate a selection of old Pharos cases. He hoped there might be something about Lawrence, given the incident had received media attention. He’d just logged on and begun searching when the doorbell rang.

‘I’ll get it,’ Curtis yelled, hurrying down from his bedroom.

He was surprised to see Ellery Chalmers standing on the porch. She was dressed in jeans and a pink t-shirt and had a white baseball cap on her head.

‘Hi,’ she said, her voice bubbling with enthusiasm. ‘I’m so glad you’re home.’

‘Yeah, hi,’ Curtis said. He’d been thinking a lot about yesterday and how she’d been super nice and that weird hug she’d given him.

‘Would you like to come over for dinner?’ she asked. ‘Mum’s turned into some kind of MasterChef wannabee lately. It smells really good and I’m sure it will taste even better.’

Curtis frowned.

‘Only if you’re not doing anything else, of course,’ she said. ‘I mean, you don’t have to. Van and I thought it would be good to catch up, that’s all.’

Curtis bit back a smile.

‘Okay. That sounds great. I’ll just have to check with Mum,’ he replied, and walked down the hallway, leaving her standing in the open doorway.

But before he reached the hall’s end he turned and charged back again. ‘Sorry, would you like to come in? That was really rude of me.’

Ellery grinned. ‘I hadn’t noticed,’ she said and followed him to the kitchen, where Beth Pepper was flicking through the pages of a well-worn cookbook.

‘Oh, hello, Ellery,’ she said. ‘This a lovely surprise. Curtis mentioned that he saw you yesterday. He was very excited.’

Curtis felt the heat rise to his cheeks. ‘Mum,’ he mouthed, and gave her a googly-eyed stare.


Beth grimaced.

Ellery explained that she’d come to ask if Curtis was allowed to have dinner at her place.

‘That’s lovely. Yes, of course he can,’ Beth said. ‘Just send me a message, Curtis, when you’re heading home. Dad and I can meet you halfway. We were planning a twilight walk after that enormous lunch.’

Curtis could feel his cheeks getting redder. ‘Mum, I’m not a baby. I’ll only be around the corner.’

Beth realised her mistake. ‘Of course, darling. Message me when you’re leaving, then. You can walk back on your own.’

Curtis left Ellery chatting with his mother – wondering if that was a good idea – and raced upstairs to grab his backpack. From the sound of it, Ellery was telling Beth all about Tinsley’s upcoming wedding, which his mother was oohing and ahhing about.

‘Bye, Mum,’ Curtis said as Ellery followed him back to the front door.

‘What?’ Beth called after them. ‘I don’t even get a kiss?’


Curtis rolled his eyes and grinned.

‘You can go back, you know,’ Ellery said. ‘I never leave without giving my mum a kiss these days.’

‘It’s okay – she doesn’t really mind,’ Curtis replied.

The pair walked out through the Peppers’ front gate to the road.

‘Have you heard from Kensy and Max?’ Ellery asked.

Curtis nodded vaguely. ‘Um, yeah, but they’re still not sure exactly when they’re going to arrive.’

Curtis had wondered about that call. Max had seemed in a rush, and they really hadn’t talked much apart from the boy’s request that Curtis do that research on Lawrence MacGregor. It had left him thinking about why Kensy and Max couldn’t do the investigation for themselves.

‘Rupert’s gone away for work,’ Ellery said as they trudged along the footpath. ‘And Mum’s been acting a bit weird. Almost as if she’s worried he’s not going to come back for the wedding or something. But that’s silly – he’s madly in love with her.’

Curtis had thought the woman looked tense when he’d seen her and Rupert in the car yesterday. There was something going on – there had to be. Rupert wouldn’t have left town right before the wedding if it wasn’t important. And that request from Max about Lawrence MacGregor – he wondered if it had anything to do with Rupert’s sudden departure? Maybe they were all on a mission.

It was only a five-minute walk to the Chalmers’ place, and soon Ellery led Curtis through the gate from the road. They ascended the multitude of steps that brought them to the top of the garden.

‘I thought you hated coming this way,’ Curtis said. ‘You only ever used to take the lift from the garage.’

Ellery turned and shrugged. ‘It’s not that bad. Besides, I’ve been working on my fitness lately.’

Curtis was surprised. Ellery had changed so much, and it was definitely for the better.


‘Hey, Curtis,’ Van said, holding out his hand to the boy as Curtis and Ellery walked through the front door. ‘How are you?’

The pair shook hands. It was all very grown-up of them.

‘I’m really well, thanks,’ Curtis replied. ‘It’s good to see you.’ The words didn’t feel like a lie.

Tinsley entered the hallway and greeted Curtis with a hug. ‘It’s been a while, young man.’

‘I did see you yesterday for a few minutes.’ Curtis reminded her.

Tinsley smiled tightly and Curtis knew right away that there was definitely something amiss.

The woman seemed flustered.

‘I’ve baked a chocolate cake in honour of your return,’ Tinsley said, ushering the children past the formal lounge room to the kitchen and family room.

‘Really? Thank you. I love what you’ve done to the place,’ Curtis said. ‘Stylish but comfortable at the same time.’

‘Yeah, it looks great, doesn’t it? I think the house should be in a magazine,’ Ellery said. ‘I helped Mum choose the couches and the cushions. We re-did everything after New York. I think I might be an interior designer when I grow up.’

‘Since when?’ said Van. ‘Is that before or after you become an Oscar-winning actress and a vet, and what was it you said you wanted to be the other day after that author visited school? Oh – a bestselling writer.’ The boy was grinning.

‘Do you know, Van, I could do all of those things if I wanted to. And I’ve decided I’m going to be a spy as well – I think I’d be really good at espionage,’ the girl said.

Curtis’s eyes widened. Maybe she did know more about her future stepfather’s job than she had let on. He caught sight of her mother’s face and realised probably not. If Tinsley’s expression had been any tighter, Curtis would have sworn she’d had a facelift in the past five minutes.

‘You probably would,’ Van said. ‘Seeing that you’ve always got your nose in other people’s business.’

Ellery punched her brother’s arm. ‘I don’t hang out with those girls any more. They were mean. I’ve got new friends who are smart and sensible. And they help me to be smarter and more sensible too.’

‘And boring,’ Van said with a wink.

His mother gave him a glare.

‘Sorry, I didn’t mean that. The new girls are cool and they have brains,’ Van said.

Curtis liked Van and Ellery 2.0. They were kids he could definitely be friends with.

Tinsley interrupted their banter to ask who wanted a milkshake to have with their cake. The group sat around the kitchen table to enjoy their afternoon tea.

Curtis dug in. ‘This is delicious, and whatever you’ve got on for dinner smells amazing.’

‘I’m doing roast beef with scalloped potatoes, green vegetables and gravy, with a self-saucing butterscotch pudding for dessert. I hope you’re all hungry,’ Tinsley said.

‘That’s fancy, Mum,’ Ellery said.

‘Hardly, darling. I’m just keeping busy until I find a job,’ Tinsley replied. ‘It could be ghastly, but fingers crossed that’s not the case.’


‘Have you heard from Rupert?’ Curtis asked. ‘Is his business trip going well?’ He watched Tinsley closely. She swallowed hard and nodded, but didn’t look at the boy.

The group finished their afternoon tea and Tinsley asked what they were going to do before dinner.

‘We could play one of those new games Rupert bought us,’ Ellery suggested. ‘They must be from overseas, because I’ve never seen them in the shops here. They don’t have names or anything either. It’s almost as if they were homemade.’

Curtis was intrigued. ‘Sure, sounds great.’

Ellery jumped up and headed to her room while Van took Curtis out onto the front terrace. It was bathed in sunshine, but there was a covered area where they could sit in the shade.

This was Curtis’s first chance to speak to Van alone. ‘Are you excited about your mum’s wedding?’ he asked.

‘Yeah, I am,’ Van said with a grin. ‘Rupert’s a good guy and he really adores Mum. Everyone deserves to be happy, right?’


Curtis nodded. ‘They sure do.’

He thought the conversation was finished, but Van had more to say.

‘I won’t lie. I miss Dad like crazy, but he’s not here any more and we can’t just stand still, wishing life was different,’ the other boy said.

‘That’s a really mature way of looking at things,’ Curtis said.

Ellery reappeared carrying two unmarked boxes. ‘Who’s mature?’ she asked.

‘No one you need to know about,’ Van said, cutting her off.

‘Whatever,’ she said, and placed the boxes on the table.

Curtis recognised the games immediately. These were Mrs Vanden Boom’s inventions – the Pharos kids played them all the time to learn strategy, geography and various other skills one needed to be a spy. Curtis almost laughed out loud that Rupert had managed to get hold of them. Mrs Vanden Boom guarded the games with her life most of the time – though Rupert was renowned for his charm.


Van and Ellery might not know about their future stepfather’s life, but he was clearly getting them prepared in his own sneaky way. It was a very clever strategy – like the way Fitz had been training Kensy and Max practically their whole lives before they found out who they really were.

‘This one is about the world and it has maps and stuff and a cool scoring system, and this one is all about making observations and deductions to catch the thief or the murderer or some other baddie. Which do you want to play?’ Ellery asked.

Curtis pointed to the map game. He hadn’t won against Max yet, but thought he could have more of a chance with these two. He’d been working hard lately to improve his knowledge of countries and landmarks.

Ellery set everything up and went through the rules step by step. It was tedious, but Curtis didn’t want to let on that he’d played before.

He was surprised by how good the other two were when they finally started the game. Clearly, they’d been playing quite a bit. Van even got a question about Chihuahua in Mexico right – Curtis had had no idea of the answer to that one.

After they’d been around the board twice, Van stood up. ‘I’ll be back in a minute,’ he said, and ran inside.

‘I need to go too,’ Ellery said. ‘That chocolate milkshake was huge.’

Curtis was thinking about his strategy for the rest of the game when he felt a vibration like a phone ringing. He looked around to see Van’s phone had fallen out of the boy’s pocket and was sitting on the chair. Curtis reached over and picked it up, surprised to see the caller ID. Max Grey. Cool – he was sure Van wouldn’t mind if he answered it.

‘Hey, Max, Van’s just gone to the loo,’ he said. ‘We’ve been hanging out this afternoon – it’s been cool. Anyway I was going to call you later. I haven’t found out much about Lawrence MacGregor yet, but I was planning to do a search of the Pharos archives tonight and see what I can dig up.’

Curtis almost fell off his chair as a voice that definitely wasn’t Max’s replied. No way. This wasn’t possible – was it?


‘Where’s Max?’ Curtis asked, swallowing hard. He could feel his heart pounding. If Dash Chalmers was alive and he had Max’s phone, did that mean Max was . . .?

On the other end of the line, Dash repeated his demand to speak to his son.

‘He’s not here,’ Curtis said. ‘Don’t call again. No one wants to hear from you.’ He was about to hang up when he realised Dash could give him information.

Curtis quickly changed tack. ‘Sorry, Mr Chalmers, you surprised me. I wasn’t expecting it to be you,’ he said. ‘I can find Van if you tell me where you are and how come you’ve got Max’s phone?’

The reply was chilling. ‘Max is asleep,’ said Dash’s smooth voice, in a tone that meant Curtis didn’t quite believe him. ‘We’re not far away. I’ll be home very soon.’

Curtis felt sick. Was the man close by?

‘Mr Chalmers, where did you say you were? So I can tell Van and Ellery when exactly to expect you?’ Curtis asked. He was very glad they’d been working on interrogation strategies in class recently and could hardly believe that, after the shock of hearing from the man, he had the presence of mind to ask the question.

‘We’re in the land of the long white cloud,’ the man replied, almost dreamily before he demanded to speak to Van again.

Curtis hung up, breathing hard.

New Zealand. They were in New Zealand, only a few hours flight from Sydney. No wonder Max said they didn’t have time to look into Lawrence MacGregor. They were on a mission for sure.

Curtis had a feeling this might not be such a surprise for Tinsley. Knowing her husband was still alive would certainly explain why she’d been so tense. He had to talk to her right away. And he needed to keep Van and Ellery separated from their phones – because if Dash contacted either of them, things would never be the same.
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Kensy and Ed had underestimated both the terrain and the time required to cross the ravine and catch up with Percy and Dash – mostly because of the earthquake and ongoing tremors. The pair had to turn back and find alternative routes several times, and now they were fast running out of daylight.

Kensy was thinking about Max, hoping he had managed to find his way back to the farmhouse. ‘Dad, what if they find Max?’ she said.

Ed looked at her. ‘Your brother’s a clever boy. He won’t do anything silly,’ he said.


‘Yeah, but Dash and Percy might,’ Kensy said. ‘Can we stop and have a bite to eat? I’m starving and my nose is killing me.’

Ed nodded. ‘Sorry, sweetheart, I know it’s getting late. We’ll set up camp too – I don’t want to keep going with you feeling so awful.’

There was a patch of bush to the right of the trail. Kensy checked that there were no giant boulders above them, or obvious damage from the earlier shakes. Declaring it safe, they decided this was as good a place as any to stop. Kensy pushed her way into the clearing to find a reasonably flat patch of ground. The fact that the vegetation included matagouri gave them something of a shield from any feral goats or deer that might come by.

Kensy shrugged off her pack and pulled out one of their instant meal kits when there was a sound like the snapping of a twig underfoot.

She spun around and looked at her father who put his finger to his lips. Kensy’s heart began racing even though she was doing her best to keep calm.


Ed placed his backpack silently on the ground and reached inside his jacket to remove the pistol from the shoulder holster he was wearing.

Kensy could hear herself breathing. She was sure that whoever was out there could too.

She watched her father as he used hand signals to instruct her to move behind a small rock. She had already taken out her slingshot and a handful of ball bearings just in case.

Kensy was watching for any movement outside the clearing. The noise could have been an animal – they’d seen evidence of goats not long back.

Except that what they heard next was the unmistakable sound of a gun being cocked and a voice. ‘Come out with your hands up!’

Kensy gasped.

‘Uncle Rupert!’ she cried out in relief. She and her father charged through the foliage. Rupert holstered his weapon and Kensy ran into his arms.

‘I thought you were Dash and Percy,’ Rupert said, clearly disappointed though also elated to see his niece and brother. ‘I was following their trackers.’

‘They took them out with a rusty old hunting knife,’ Kensy said. ‘It was disgusting – but hopefully they’ll both get tetanus. Dad’s got the trackers now. We have no idea where Dash and Percy are.’

Rupert greeted his brother with a handshake and a hug.

‘Sorry, mate,’ Ed said. ‘I thought it best to bring the trackers with me. I didn’t want anyone traipsing all the way to the hut when Percy and Dash were long gone.’

‘Good idea. How the heck did they find them?’ Rupert replied.

Ed shook his head. ‘Your guess is as good as mine, but it’s certainly making our lives harder.’

Rupert looked around. ‘Where’s Max?’

Kensy explained about the zipline and her second near miss, and that they hoped Max was back at the homestead by now, but until the communications were back up they couldn’t be certain where he was. Her words got faster and faster as the story progressed.


‘That damn Pharos signal has been out ever since I got here,’ Rupert said.

‘I’m sure Mother will be on it,’ Ed replied.

Kensy’s stomach growled loudly. She looked at her father.

‘Oh, sorry, sweetheart. We were getting something to eat, weren’t we?’ Ed said.

She nodded.

‘Does Tinsley know about Dash?’ Kensy asked her uncle as she poured water into the collapsible food dish, followed by the contents of the pouch her father had pulled out earlier.

Rupert gathered an armful of twigs and lit a small fire. He rolled a couple of large rocks into the clearing for them to sit on.

‘Yes, she does. I didn’t want to tell her, but I promised that I would let her know more about my job before we got married, and you can imagine when I suddenly had to leave she wasn’t happy. She’s worried we can’t get married because she and Dash aren’t divorced and he’s not dead, but I told her that won’t be a problem,’ Rupert explained.

‘Except that it will be if he makes it to Sydney or even calls someone,’ Kensy said. ‘There’s a death certificate and he had a funeral. Being divorced is the least of Tinsley’s problems.’

‘That’s a big reason why we have to get Dash back into custody – so that no one ever finds out,’ Rupert said.

Ed looked at his watch. He realised it was the first time he’d checked in over an hour – which was careless. He had a signal. ‘Good news,’ he said. ‘We’re back online.’

‘Yes!’ Kensy clenched her fists. ‘I’m messaging Max.’

She punched in the characters, asking her brother where he was and if he was okay.

Kensy didn’t have to wait long for a reply, but what came back was the last thing she wanted to see.

Your brother is in very good hands.
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There had been no time for Curtis to talk to Tinsley, nor to look for Ellery’s phone. The girl and her brother had both returned to the balcony eager to continue the game.

But Ellery seemed fine, and he knew she wouldn’t be if she’d just taken a call from her dead father. Fortunately Van hadn’t noticed that his phone was missing – yet.

Curtis played another round, then excused himself to use the toilet.

Van’s phone was in Curtis’s jacket pocket in case Dash tried to call again. As soon as he was inside, he blocked Max’s number. The fact that Dash had Max’s phone was deeply concerning. How had it come to be in the man’s possession?

Curtis took out his own phone and called Kensy to see if she could shed any light on things, but there was no answer. He left a message for her to phone him as soon as she could.

Curtis exited the downstairs powder room and ducked into the kitchen, hoping to get a few moments alone with Tinsley, who was in the process of pulling the beef out of the oven. She sat it on top of the bench.

‘That smells delicious,’ Curtis said.

‘I hope so,’ she replied tightly.

Curtis frowned. He hesitated for a second then decided what he was about to do was worth the risk. ‘I need you to find Ellery’s phone – right away.’

Tinsley’s eyes widened and she lowered her voice. ‘What’s the matter?’ the woman asked as she returned the beef to the oven and closed the door.

Curtis quickly explained about the phone call from Dash. Tinsley’s breath caught in her throat and for a moment the boy thought she might faint. Fortunately the colour rose back to her cheeks and she steadied herself against the bench.

‘Did you know?’ Curtis asked. ‘That he was alive?’

Tinsley nodded, and swallowed hard. ‘Only since Saturday. Rupert told me about the organisation too – just a little bit. I gather you’re a part of it.’

‘Yes, but there’s no time to explain more. Right now we have to get Ellery’s phone so I can block Max’s number,’ the boy said.

Tinsley nodded again and hurried out of the kitchen. Curtis heard her on the stairs. She returned a few minutes later and handed him the device.

‘It would be good if you kept Van and Ellery separated from their phones for a while,’ the boy said, passing it back.

Tinsley arched her eyebrows at him. ‘You’re kidding, right. I mean, maybe Van won’t care, but Ellery . . . I’ve begun to wonder if her phone is an actual extension of her hand.’


‘We’d better block Max’s number in your contacts as well, and hope that he doesn’t try from another phone,’ Curtis said.

‘Do you know where he is?’ Tinsley asked.

Curtis had been debating whether or not to tell the woman. She was already stressed out, and knowing her not-so-dead husband was as close as New Zealand wouldn’t make things any better.

The boy shook his head. ‘Not exactly, but I’m sure he’s not here in Australia.’

Tinsley let out the breath she’d been holding.

‘Curtis!’ Ellery called. ‘Are you coming back out here?’

‘I’ve got to go,’ the boy said, then shouted that he was on his way. He left Tinsley alone in the kitchen with the phones and her own dire thoughts.
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Curtis kept Ellery and Van as busy as he could until dinner. They played several rounds of both games and so far neither Chalmers child had gone in search of their phones, much to his and Tinsley’s relief. Now they were sitting at the dining table, having almost finished their main course.

‘What do you want to do later?’ Ellery asked.

Curtis thought he should probably be getting home but Tinsley had other ideas.

‘Why don’t you watch a movie?’ she suggested.


‘But it’s a school night, Mum,’ Van said. ‘You never let us watch movies on school nights.’

Tinsley nibbled at a carrot on her fork.

‘That’s not exactly true and Curtis is here. He’ll be going back to London again soon. It’s nice for you all to spend time together,’ the woman replied, giving Curtis a knowing look. Clearly she wanted him to keep the children distracted. ‘Actually, I’ve got a thought. Why don’t you sleep over, Curtis?’

The boy frowned. He placed his knife and fork together across the plate. ‘But I haven’t brought anything with me.’

As much as he wanted to look after the Chalmers children and Tinsley, he was busting to get home and do some more research into Lawrence MacGregor. Curtis had a feeling that he was somehow part of whatever was going on.

‘Don’t be silly. You and Van are about the same size. You can borrow a pair of his pyjamas, and I’ve got spare toothbrushes and toiletries,’ the woman said.


Curtis wondered how Van and Ellery felt about the idea.

‘Yeah, cool,’ Van said. ‘You can bunk in with me. I’ve got two beds in my room.’

Tinsley smiled broadly. ‘Actually, what are you doing tomorrow?’

Curtis thought about lying but it wasn’t in his nature – at least not when he was talking to friends. ‘Dad has to take the car for a service and Mum’s having lunch with her friends from the museum, but I have to get a bit of homework done.’

‘Nonsense,’ Tinsley said. ‘Why don’t we go for a drive up to Palm Beach tomorrow? We can make sure that everything’s ready for the weekend – have fish and chips, and a swim if it’s good weather.’

Curtis couldn’t help thinking that the wedding might not happen. He hoped it would, but with Dash on the run it seemed unlikely.

Van looked at his sister. Their mother never let them take days off school unless they were sick.


‘Mum, you do realise it’s Tuesday tomorrow and we have school,’ Ellery said.

‘Of course I do. I’ll let the office know in the morning that we have some appointments,’ the woman said. ‘They can hardly be worried about one day off. You two are excellent students and I am your mother.’

Ellery jumped out of her seat and wrapped her arms around the woman’s neck then kissed her cheek. ‘When did you become the coolest mum on the planet?’ the girl asked, hugging her tightly.

‘When she got together with Rupert,’ Van said. ‘He’s so chill. But I guess you know that already, Curtis.’

Curtis nodded. ‘Yeah, he’s a fun guy. Kensy and Max adore him.’

‘Speaking of the twins, Mum, can you find out when they’re getting to Sydney?’ Ellery asked.

‘I’ll give Anna a call later,’ she said, grimacing slightly as if instantly wishing she hadn’t made reference to the phone.

Curtis’s ears pricked up. He’d do the same. Anna had re-joined Pharos full time, but with her position at the clinic there was a chance she hadn’t gone on the mission.

‘Maybe I should run home and pick up a few things and make sure Mum and Dad are okay with me staying over,’ Curtis said. Then he could call Anna and, if he didn’t have any luck with her, he’d go straight to the top. Dame Spencer was rarely in the field and she’d definitely want to know that Dash had called his children.

‘Great idea. Take Van and Ellery with you. Actually why don’t you walk back via the gelateria. It won’t be dark for a while yet,’ Tinsley said.

Curtis realised she probably wanted the kids out of the house so she could try and get hold of Rupert.

‘I thought you made a pudding for dessert?’ Van said.

‘You can have that for your supper after the movie,’ she said. Tinsley found her purse and gave Ellery a fifty-dollar note.

‘Thanks, Mum.’ The girl squeezed her mother again.


Curtis took his backpack and the three children hot-footed it out the door.

It wasn’t until they reached the road that Ellery said, ‘I forgot my phone.’

Curtis’s heart skipped a beat.

‘You don’t need it. We won’t be long. And you can use mine if you have to,’ he said.

Ellery grinned at him. ‘Thanks, Curtis. I can’t believe the things I used to say about you.’

Van glared at the girl. ‘What’s the matter with you?’ he mouthed, but Curtis caught it.

‘I’m just telling the truth. I was really mean to Curtis before.’ She turned and looked at him. ‘You totally didn’t deserve it. I’m so sorry,’ Ellery said, then gave his arm a squeeze.

Curtis felt his cheeks catch fire.

‘Hey, why don’t I dash home now and get my stuff and meet you at the gelateria?’ Curtis asked then realised that dash was a really poor choice of word.

Ellery nodded. ‘What flavour do you want?’ she asked.

‘Surprise me,’ Curtis said. ‘I won’t be long.’

The boy sprinted away, leaving Ellery and Van wandering up the street.
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Max blinked hard and reached up to feel the left side of his head, which was throbbing. His hair was sticky. When he pulled his hand back towards his face, there was blood on his fingers.

Dash was kneeling beside him, holding a cloth, while Percy was pacing up and down on his right. The older man stopped and stood over Max, his face red and his eyes wild.

‘You stupid kid!’ he roared. ‘Are you trying to get yourself killed?’

Max remembered running away and Dash shouting at him to stop. He hadn’t, and had made quite some distance before he’d felt a sharp crack against the side of his skull. He couldn’t remember anything after that.

Obviously he’d been unconscious long enough for the blood to begin to dry and for Percy’s bout of the runs to pass. In fact, it must have been quite a while, because it had still been light when he’d made his escape and now it was almost dark.

After lacing Percy’s dinner with fast acting laxatives, he’d been disappointed that he hadn’t been able to do the same for Dash. But then when Percy demanded the toilet paper, he seized his opportunity. He hadn’t counted on Dash being a crack shot with a rock, or the slingshot, or whatever he must have used to hit the boy.

Max was staring into the sky thinking about his next move when Dash leaned over, a strange grin on his lips.

‘Thank you,’ the man whispered. ‘I am sorry I had to hit you. I really didn’t want to but you gave me no choice.’


Max had no idea what he was being thanked for. And he doubted that Dash was actually sorry. The man was a lunatic.

‘Right, stand up,’ Percy said. ‘We need to get to that homestead before dawn.’

Max struggled to his feet. His head was pounding. ‘You do realise we’ve been going in circles for hours,’ he said. His plan to waste enough time for his father and Kensy to catch up wasn’t working, and it was possible the pair had already returned to the homestead. Hopefully Song and Fitz were still there too. Together, there were more than enough of them to recapture these two monsters.

‘Rubbish!’ Percy retorted. ‘What, do you think I can’t read a map?’

‘I’ve seen the same rock formations three times,’ Max said. ‘I know you think I’m just a stupid kid, but I’ve got a photographic memory – especially for maps.’

Dash had actually thought he recognised a couple of distinctive bushes earlier, but hadn’t said a word lest he receive another punch in the mouth.


‘Let the kid look,’ Dash said. ‘It can’t hurt.’

Percy begrudgingly took the map from his back pocket and handed it over. He then turned on the torch that he’d found in Max’s backpack.

The boy quickly located the farmhouse then closed his eyes, visualising the area they’d been in before the sun had set. He remembered a tall mountain with striking pinnacles and another even taller peak to the left.

He opened his eyes and found what he was looking for.

‘We’re here,’ he said, planting his forefinger on the page. ‘And the homestead is way over there.’ He moved his finger down near the lake.

Percy stepped in to take a closer look. ‘That can’t be right,’ he said.

Dash grabbed the map and studied it for himself. ‘We’ve been walking in circles all day, you moron.’

Max would have smiled if it didn’t hurt so much. It felt good to have one up on this pair. Idiots.

Percy grabbed the rope and retied himself to Max. This time, he put the boy in front and made Dash bring up the rear which he wasn’t the least bit happy about. Then the motley threesome set off.
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Kensy’s stomach was in knots. Dash and Percy had Max. This was probably the worst feeling she’d ever had in her life – even more terrifying than when she’d been dangling in space over the edge of that mountain.

‘We’ve got to get him back,’ Kensy said to her father and Rupert.

She couldn’t stop thinking about her brother. Lately she’d been awful to him – they’d always niggled one another, but in the past few months she’d been truly mean at times – but now the idea that he had been taken prisoner by that pair of evil men was almost too much to bear.

The cool breeze that had sprung up earlier had gathered force, bringing with it a tranche of dark clouds that threatened not only rain but possibly snow. The weather in the mountains was so highly changeable – it wasn’t unusual to have the odd snowfall even at this time of the year.

‘At least we know where they are,’ Rupert said.

The location beacon in Max’s watch had come online when the communications did. Although the children hadn’t been thrilled to learn that was another capability of the devices – something that Autumn’s mother let slip when they were in Portugal – everyone agreed that the function had to be utilised on missions. By Rupert’s reckoning, the group was fifteen kilometres ahead of them and moving in an easterly direction.

‘Shouldn’t we call Granny and let her know?’ Kensy asked. ‘In case they try and negotiate a deal. Max is an excellent bargaining chip.’

Ed nodded. He dialled through on the video link from his watch and waited for Cordelia to answer. Though it was eleven at night in New Zealand, it was only ten in the morning in London.

‘Edward, great timing,’ Cordelia said. ‘We were just about to call you. I’m in the office with Anna and you’re on the big screen.’ She quickly gave him an overview of the satellite hack.

‘Hello, darling.’ Anna leaned in and gave her husband a wave. He smiled back at her.

‘What’s the latest?’ Cordelia asked.

Ed explained the salient points, leaving out Kensy’s broken nose and the fact that Doug was missing. The most important information to convey was that Dash and Percy were still on the run and they had Max with them.

Anna gasped.

‘It’s okay, darling. He’s a clever boy. Max won’t do anything silly,’ Ed tried to reassure his wife.

‘Granny,’ Kensy said. Ed held his watch up so that the girl was in the picture. ‘Shouldn’t we get Max’s watch taken offline?’

Cordelia bit her lip.

‘Because if Dash gets hold of it he could call Tinsley or the kids,’ the girl said.

‘Of course,’ the woman replied. ‘But if we do that we’ll lose them.’ She paused a moment. ‘I think I’d much rather know where they are.’


Anna piped up. ‘We’ve also got a problem with Rom . . .’ she began when the call dropped out.

The satellite was down again.

‘Clearly the problem isn’t fixed,’ Ed said with a frown.

‘We have to keep going,’ Kensy said. ‘We can’t stop for the night.’

‘I agree,’ Rupert replied. ‘I’d say they’re heading for the homestead – they’ll be counting on finding a boat down there.’

‘If we could get in touch with Fitz we could let him know they’re on their way. They’d be walking into a trap,’ Kensy said. ‘And then with us behind them we’d have them surrounded.’

Ed looked at his watch. ‘Let’s hope that things come back online quickly.’

Kensy stood up and kicked dirt onto the fire before her father tipped water over it too. There was a loud hiss as the flames were extinguished.

‘Are you sure you don’t want to rest, sweetheart?’ Ed asked.

‘No. I’ll be fine. I promise not to fall off any more cliffs,’ Kensy said.


A few minutes later, the three of them set off, each wearing night-vision glasses to illuminate their way. They would have to set a fast pace to catch up to the others, but with the aid of the glasses, they could keep going through the night.

Meanwhile, on the other side of the world, Cordelia was already on her way to the communications room. This time she would tell Morris what Anna had said. Perhaps if he followed a direct line of investigation they could get to the root of the problem sooner – because clearly whoever was making trouble wasn’t about to stop.
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Curtis had tried calling Anna as soon as he arrived home but the woman didn’t answer. Neither did Dame Spencer.

He’d met up with Ellery and Van for ice cream, then they’d walked back home and watched a movie until just after eleven. When they’d finally gone to bed, Curtis had had to wait until he knew Van was asleep before he could sneak out and phone Anna again.


He crept out to the kitchen, armed with his phone and laptop, and concealed himself in the butler’s pantry at the rear of the room. He supposed if Tinsley caught him out of bed he could always tell her he was updating his bosses – which was at least partly true.

Curtis dialled Anna’s mobile but it was no use. She still wasn’t answering.

He sat on the floor at the end of the room and logged onto his computer to search the Pharos archive for any evidence of Lawrence MacGregor. The database only gave him information that he already knew that the then-infant Lawrence MacGregor had disappeared from his bedroom while the boy’s twin brother had been left sleeping. The trail was cold.

Curtis was about to give up and go back to bed when his phone buzzed. It was Anna. He quickly told her about Dash calling Van from Max’s phone, and about the twins’ interest in Lawrence MacGregor, and was stunned to learn in return that the stolen infant, presumed dead for over fifty years, was in fact very much alive. Anna sounded worried. He was too, but she tried to reassure him that Ed and the others had things in hand. Curtis wondered if she was trying to convince herself as much as anything, given she’d also mentioned that they were having problems with the Pharos satellite and communications were sketchy.

He got off the phone and sent Kensy a message, hoping that it would get through. He had no idea if she was with Dash too, but he had to take the chance to get her and Max the information they were after. Whether he’d hear from Kensy anytime soon, he had no idea.
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Song had covered at least thirty kilometres since midday and, having checked every bush, rock and crevice, the man was exhausted. It was now after midnight and there was still no sign of Doug.

The butler tramped down the mountainside, wondering where he might set up camp. There was no point him winding up at the bottom of a canyon too. Dame Spencer would never forgive him for dying in the field. She had told him so herself many times before, and Dame Spencer was not a woman to be trifled with.


His night-vision glasses finally revealed a flat patch of ground. Song set his backpack down and rummaged around inside for one of the meal pouches.

The earlier gale, which had cleared the ominous clouds, had stilled completely. Now the sky was a glittering jewel box – the beauty of it almost incomprehensible.

Minutes later Song had made himself rehydrated beef stew for dinner. He was sitting on a small rock when he heard a noise – a low moaning sound different to that made by the injured sheep he had encountered.

Song put his food down and grabbed the torch beside him, shining it towards a thicket of matagouri. As he got closer, his footsteps reverberating on the stony ground it was clear that the noise wasn’t coming from any animal.

‘Douglas!’ Song called.

The moan grew louder.

Song rushed towards the foliage, shining his torch into the spiky copse.

‘Douglas, are you in there? It is Song Li,’ Song called.


‘Yes,’ a weak voice replied. It was barely more than a whisper.

‘Are you hurt?’ Song asked.

‘I’m stuck,’ the man rasped.

‘But you are alive and that is all that matters!’ Song exclaimed quite giddy with relief. He returned to his backpack and located a small tool – a laser that would cut through the matagouri like a hot knife through butter. He set to work, carefully removing only as much of the protected species as was absolutely necessary, and had soon cleared away enough of the bush to see the man.

Song knelt down beside Douglas, pulled out the RUOK 5.0 and immediately assessed his condition. Douglas was dehydrated and had numerous cuts and scrapes – as well as being embedded with several large thorns – but otherwise his vital signs were good and there were no broken bones. A deep scratch on his eye would require specialist care, but he was alive.

Song administered intravenous fluids and helped the man to sit up, then dealt with the thorns that were easily accessible – there were others in more difficult places that would have to be extracted later.

‘What are you doing here?’ Doug rasped between sips of water.

Song began to explain as he helped Doug up. They would take some time to get back to where he had left the motorbike, and it would be a slow ride home, but their arrival would be most welcome indeed.
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Cordelia Spencer sipped the tea Anna had poured her. She was still reeling over yesterday’s revelation that Lawrence MacGregor – long assumed dead – was by all appearances alive and in London. Between that news, the mission to New Zealand and Romilly’s disappearance, she’d thought of nothing else for the past twenty-four hours. The woman yawned. Sleep was not something she anticipated getting much of until these puzzles were solved.

Anna hadn’t slept well either. She’d gone to the Pharos clinic before dawn, hoping to get some of her regular work done. Thankfully there were no inpatients at the moment, but files had to be updated and there were several tasks she’d told Dr Foster she’d take care of while the woman was away. Unfortunately Anna’s mind hadn’t been on the job at all, so when Cordelia called her to the office she was quite relieved.

‘Percy has been in the New Zealand facility for years,’ Cordelia said. ‘Rosie sends regular reports and photographs. There’s not been enough time since the earthquake for him to have made it here. Unless the man has the ability to be in two places at once . . . that reflection has to be Lawrence.’

Anna nodded, though she was still wrapping her head around the situation and wondering if she should tell her mother-in-law about the call she’d taken from Curtis Pepper. No one outside of the family was meant to know what was going on, but since her children had asked him to find out anything he could about Lawrence MacGregor and he told her that he knew about Dash being alive, she’d confided in him. Surely Cordelia wouldn’t be upset – the boy was incredibly trustworthy. And besides, he’d said that he would keep trying to get hold of Kensy and find out what was going on. Still, Anna was reluctant to reveal this information. While she and Cordelia were getting on better than ever, she was wary of doing anything that might risk their relationship.

Peter Petrovska had been in the office when Anna arrived. He was completely dumbfounded by the situation too. When Cordelia had revealed that she thought the reflection yesterday was Lawrence Ridley, she hadn’t said anything more – then he’d been assigned to help Sidney search for Romilly. But now he had questions.

Peter collected a bottle Cordelia had on a small table at the side of the room and added a splash of brandy to his tea. Cordelia indicated he should pour some into hers too.

‘I’m afraid I’m very confused,’ the man said, screwing the cap back on and returning the bottle to where he had found it.

‘Percy MacGregor isn’t dead, Peter. He’s been a guest of our New Zealand facility for a very long time. I’m fairly certain the existence of that prison is news to you, but you might as well know the guts of it. Percy murdered Dominic and rather than have him killed I decided to lock him up for the rest of his sorry life. But there was an earthquake, and now he and Dash Chalmers . . .’ she paused for a moment.

Peter looked as if his eyebrows were about to leap off the top of his forehead. ‘Dash Chalmers? Isn’t he dead?’

‘No – he’s alive. Now the two of them are on the run. That’s where Edward and Song and the twins and Rupert are now. Trying to catch them before either can unleash any more of their particular brands of evil on the world.’ The woman finished her speech.

Peter’s eyes were huge as he took in what Cordelia had just said. ‘I can’t believe that Dominic was murdered.’ He shook his head.

Cordelia eyeballed the man. ‘And before you ask me anything else, it hasn’t been common knowledge. Very few people knew about either of them and I would have been very happy for it to have stayed that way.’


‘Good heavens. This is a revelation,’ Peter said. The trio sipped their tea and sat in silence for a minute, taking everything in.

‘Cordelia,’ Anna began. ‘If that person in the photograph really is Lawrence MacGregor, then it’s likely the DNA Song found at number thirteen after the children were attacked belongs to him.’

‘What DNA?’ Cordelia snapped. This was news to her, though now she had vague recollections of Song mentioning DNA when everyone was shouting about Percy’s escape.

‘Song got a hit for Percy’s DNA when he ran hair from the scene of the twins’ attack through the scanner just after you’d been poisoned. Impossible, given Percy’s been locked up, but Lawrence and Percy share the same DNA,’ Anna said. ‘He could be the one who’s threatened the twins all those times, and who blew up the house. Perhaps he’s even been responsible for all the other near misses our family has encountered since we returned.’

Cordelia thought for a moment. If this was true then did they finally have their man? As soon as they caught him, of course.


‘So Lawrence wasn’t killed as a baby – but he was never returned to his mother and father either. Where did he grow up? And why would he have a vendetta against us now?’ Anna mused out loud.

These were very good questions, which none of them could answer.

‘We need to find that narrow boat, hopefully with Lawrence MacGregor on it. And I want to speak to Magoo,’ Cordelia said. She’d been pondering all night whether to bring him in and finally decided that it was the only way forward.

‘There’s something rotten in the machinations of Pharos and we need to get to the bottom of it before anyone else is harmed. We also need to find Romilly Vanden Boom and see what role she’s played in all of this too.’

Cordelia was starting to wonder what other incredible revelations were about to jump out at her – the past couple of days had been mind-boggling.

‘Anna, could you pay a visit to the Inventions Team and find out what Romilly has been working on most recently?’ Cordelia asked. ‘I’ve got a couple of urgent calls to make for the Beacon and then I’m going to track down Magoo.’

‘Of course,’ the woman replied.

‘And Peter – I want you to head over to Romilly’s with Sidney. Canvas the neighbours and see if they’ve noticed anything odd – but be careful – we don’t want to alarm anyone,’ Cordelia said, setting her teacup down. ‘As for that hack – I can’t believe the system is down again. Poor Morris thought he’d solved it, but alas. Honestly it’s the last thing we need on top of everything else.’

Cordelia was used to being in control and right now it felt as if her whole world was in freefall.
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Dash Chalmers was desperate to take another look at Max’s watch. He’d squirreled the device away in his pocket. If Percy found out he’d taken it, Dash would most likely end up over the edge of a cliff. It was just that he couldn’t wait to try the children again. And Tinsley. They’d all be so excited to know he was coming home.

Max had said that the homestead was only a couple of kilometres away now, with the worst of the mountain terrain behind them. The boy had been walking at a slow pace, making it difficult for Dash to hang back and check the watch. There had been several times Percy had growled at him to catch up.

‘Is that the farmhouse?’ Percy asked. The sound of his voice made Dash yank his hand out of his pocket. There was a light in the distance, still quite a long way off.

In front of Dash, Percy reached out and shoved the boy. Max stumbled forward, landing hard on his outstretched hands. He dusted himself off and got back to his feet.

‘Yeah, that’s it,’ he said.

‘And where do they keep the guns?’ Percy asked.

Dash flinched. He wasn’t sure how he felt about the prospect of his prison-mate being armed. Percy had a short fuse as it was and his fists were bad enough – Dash didn’t want to be on the receiving end of a bullet. He’d have to make sure that if Percy found a weapon, he acquired one too.

‘I don’t know,’ the boy said.

‘Yeah, we’ll see about that,’ Percy growled.
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Ed, Kensy and Rupert were making good time as they ran down the mountain. Apart from being spooked by a goat who’d jumped across the track in front of them, it had been a surefooted journey. At the rate they were going, they’d be at the farmhouse well before dawn.

‘Dad – do you see that?’ Kensy asked, tugging on her father’s arm.

A light was bouncing along in the distance up ahead.

‘Sure do,’ Ed replied. The group stopped, and all three used the magnifying tool on their night-vision glasses to hone in on the source.

‘It’s them,’ Rupert said. Max, Percy and Dash were making their way along a trail, less than a kilometre away.


‘We need to get a message to Fitz,’ Kensy said. She checked her watch. ‘Still out. I hope the satellite hasn’t fallen out of the sky or anything.’

‘That doesn’t usually happen, sweetheart,’ her father replied.

‘Except for Skylab,’ Rupert said, mentioning a space station that had crashed back to earth in the 70s. ‘And last I read there were about three thousand dead satellites floating around up there just waiting to smash into each other.’

‘Well, I hope Pharos doesn’t own one of them,’ Kensy said.

There was no more conversation as the three set off running silently towards their prey.
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Max focused on the lights from the farmhouse in the distance and wondered who was there. If only he could get a message to everyone that Percy and Dash were closing in. Then the agents could be ready for them.

In a stroke of luck, it seemed that Percy’s tummy troubles weren’t completely over yet, so their already slow pace kept getting slower. The man stopped suddenly, almost pulling Max off his feet. The boy could hear Percy’s stomach gurgling, and he was doubled over in pain.


‘Here, look after the kid,’ Percy ordered as he unhitched himself. He threw the rope at Dash before racing into the bushes. There was an explosion of sound followed by low-pitched moaning.

Percy had left Max’s backpack unattended. With Dash turned the other way, completely preoccupied with something in his pocket, Max made his move. He pulled the bag closer, dragging it silently across the ground. He slowly opened the zip but, when he felt around inside the pack, his watch wasn’t there. But the wrist bands were. He quickly pulled one out and put it down the front of his pants just as Dash turned back to face him.

‘Why isn’t this working?’ he said, holding Max’s watch up for the boy to see.

Max grimaced. Was that what Dash had thanked him for earlier? Max hoped to goodness the man hadn’t made any calls.

‘Probably because of the earthquake,’ Max said. ‘Let me take a look.’

Dash eyed the boy warily. ‘Don’t try anything funny,’ the man said. ‘I’m watching you.’


Max nodded, his mind racing. Dash would never know if Max keyed in a Morse code message, which would send automatically when the watch came back online. At least that was something.

He pretended to fiddle with a few things while he messaged his SOS about Dash and Percy heading to the farmhouse. The boy made sure that he was fast – there were probably a few mistakes, but it was better than nothing.

‘There’s no signal,’ he said, and, as much as he didn’t want to give it back, he passed the watch to Dash.

‘If you tell old poopy pants I’ve got it, you’re dead,’ Dash said.

‘Sure,’ Max replied, though he didn’t actually believe him. Dash might have been a lot of things, but a child killer? Max didn’t think so – even after the man had cracked him in the skull with a giant rock. He’d apologised in his own weird psychotic way.

Dash stuffed the watch into his pocket.

‘You ever coming out of there?’ Dash called to Percy.


‘Mind your own business,’ Percy shouted back.

This was good, Max thought. If he could encourage them to keep yelling at one another, maybe his father and Kensy would hear them.

Unbeknownst to the boy, and thanks to Percy waving a torch around, his father, sister and uncle were right on their tail and closing in fast.

Finally, Percy emerged from the bushes, having recovered enough to keep walking. By Max’s calculations, the homestead was less than a kilometre away – they’d be there before they knew it.
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‘All right, let’s find some transportation shall we?’ Percy said. The threesome had just reached a line of several sheds that strung along the paddocks from mountainside to homestead.

They entered the first building where, much to the man’s disgust, they found the helicopter in pieces.


The next shed revealed a tractor and hay baler. Max wondered where the other motorbikes had gone, but he was relieved they weren’t there. Even if the lack of something useful was only raising Percy’s temperature.

‘You said that there was a plane,’ the man snapped.

‘Did I?’ Max said. ‘I thought there was. I could have been wrong.’

Percy shoved him in the back again.

Max could feel his own temperature going up.

‘Where’s the plane, you liar?’ Percy roared. This time, Max had had enough. He spun on his heel and swept the man’s legs out from under him. Percy crashed to the floor, screaming in pain as his hip connected with the concrete.

Max landed another blow to the man’s stomach. Percy doubled over as Max tried desperately to untie the rope.

‘Dash, help me!’ the boy yelled.

But Dash was completely distracted by Max’s watch, trying to make a call. Max raced towards the man and jumped on his back, knocking the device from his hands. It flew out under one of the workbenches.

‘No!’ Dash screamed. ‘There was a signal – I’m sure there was.’

Percy looked up at Dash. ‘What signal?’ he shouted then moaned again.

Dash spun like a top, launching Max across the shed. The boy hit the metal wall and slumped down. Percy wasn’t about to let this kid get the better of them now either. He staggered to his feet and together he and Dash cornered Max. This time there would be no mistakes.

Percy took a length of rope from the wall above the bench and the two men quickly tied Max up.

Then Percy found an old rag and stuffed it into the boy’s mouth. Max could taste petrol or something else toxic. He tried to spit it out, but Dash grabbed a roll of gaffer tape and wound it around the lad’s head to keep the gag in place.

‘Try anything again, mate, and you’re going to be fish food,’ Percy growled. He turned to Dash. ‘And you – get that watch, you thieving piece of work.’

Dash ran to the workbenches and lay flat on the ground, his arm outstretched, searching for the timepiece. Seconds later, he grabbed the watch and stood up.

‘Hand it over,’ Percy demanded.

Dash passed it to him. Percy looked at the screen. There was a new message, which he read out with a sneer. ‘Hold tight, Max, we’re on our way.’

Percy’s ears turned red and his whole body tensed. Then, with one swift punch, he knocked Dash Chalmers out cold.
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Anna Spencer paused in the doorway of the Pharos Inventions room, surprised to see Tippie MacGregor hard at work. After the woman’s ordeal – had it only been thirty-six hours since then? – Anna thought she might have taken Monday off. Cordelia had told her to do as much.

The room was busy with staff members working at various benches, dressed in lab coats and safety glasses, performing experiments, building things and testing their latest creations. The vast space was sectioned off into several areas including a sound- and explosion-proof room and even a water tank capable of holding a completely submerged vehicle.

Anna couldn’t help but stare at Tippie’s face. Her makeup was extraordinary. None of the bruising that had been evident at the clinic was visible at all today. She’d done a great job concealing her injuries.

‘Good morning, Tippie,’ Anna said. The woman looked surprised to see her. ‘How are you feeling?’

‘I’m fine,’ Tippie said, gripping Anna’s elbow and guiding her to an empty part of the room. ‘The DNA results. Do you have them?’ she asked in hushed tones.

Anna hesitated for a second. ‘I’m afraid that Cordelia has asked that the information be kept confidential for the moment.’

Tippie’s cheeks reddened and she balled her manicured fingers into fists.

‘Why? I have every right to know who attacked me in my own home,’ she spat.

Anna frowned. ‘I’m sure that Cordelia will speak to you soon, but for now she wants to make further investigations without the possibility of compromise.’

‘I don’t understand,’ Tippie said. ‘Someone is out to get me and I deserve to know who it is. What if they try again?’

Anna didn’t think that likely, given Romilly – the seeming attacker – had apparently vanished into thin air. She changed the subject lest Tippie pressure her any further. ‘Look, I was just wondering if you could show me Romilly’s work space.’

‘Why?’ Tippie demanded.

‘Um,’ Anna felt trapped. She hadn’t really thought of a good lie and was forced to make something up on the spot.

‘Oh, she mentioned to me at dinner that she was working on a new invention that will help us at the clinic,’ Anna said. She had one hand behind her back and her fingers crossed. ‘Apparently the blueprints are in her desk.’

‘Why don’t you ask her to come in and show you herself,’ Tippie said.

There was something about the way Tippie said this that set Anna’s teeth on edge.


‘Oh no, I don’t want to interrupt her holidays,’ Anna lied. ‘Unless you’d like to call Cordelia. Romilly had wanted her to see as well, but she’s busy today.’

Anna knew that last comment would garner some action. She didn’t often use her mother-in-law as leverage, but she would now.

‘Fine,’ Tippie said, a tense smile on her lips. ‘Her office is this way.’

Anna sat down at Romilly’s desk and began to open the top drawer.

Tippie stood behind her. Anna could practically feel the other woman breathing down her neck.

She turned and grinned. ‘I’m fine to find my way around, thanks, Tippie. You must have a thousand things to do.’

Tippie’s already tense smile tightened. ‘Yes, of course,’ she said, but Anna got a feeling the last thing the woman wanted to do was leave.

Anna waited until Tippie reached the other side of the room before she pulled out her phone. She had saved Romilly’s login details earlier after Cordelia had pulled them from the mainframe. The Head of Pharos was the only one with the required security clearance to access passwords, and even then she couldn’t do so unless Ed or Peter entered their code as well. It was fortunate that she’d brought Peter into the fold because Ed was still offline.

Anna logged in. She checked Romilly’s emails – all school and inventions business – before bringing up the woman’s most recent files.

It looked as if Romilly had been spending most of her time on the mind-reading device recently. After digging a little more, though, Anna found a whole lot of notes about code cracking. This wasn’t really Romilly’s area of expertise, but buried deep within the folders was a program that seemed focused on unscrambling codes. Why on earth Romilly was working on codes was a mystery – she certainly hadn’t mentioned anything about it to Cordelia. Anna couldn’t help but think this might be useful to help the family decode Magoo’s note.

‘What are you up to, Mrs Vanden Boom?’ Anna whispered while emailing the program and files to herself and her mother-in-law.
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‘Right, you’re coming with me, kid,’ Percy said, yanking at the rope around Max’s middle. If only Max could get to his wristband, hidden in his pants. He should have used its ropes and net against Dash and Percy when he had the chance – that was twice he’d made the same mistake. Unforgivable, really. He glanced at Dash, who was still out cold.

Percy looked at Max’s watch – now strapped to the man’s wrist. ‘Seems we’ve got company,’ Percy said. He dragged the boy to the window in the side of the shed. In the distance, Max could see the farmhouse and, beyond that, the lake. He knew that’s where they would go.

‘A boat?’ Percy looked at Max. ‘Surely they have a boat?’

Max nodded, unable to talk past the gag in his mouth. He stared out the window, looking for any sign of movement to indicate help was on the way. It was still outside, barely a breath of wind.

Turning away, Max prodded Percy and pointed at Dash, who was still lying unconscious on the floor.

‘What about him? Is that what you’re asking? Percy said.

Max nodded again.

‘He’s not my concern.’

Out of the corner of his eye, Max thought he saw a movement near a grove of willow trees on the edge of the river. Unfortunately Percy saw it too.

Max looked on as Percy typed a message on his watch, clearly creating a distraction. ‘Dash and Percy tied up in tractor shed,’ it read. The man also turned off the global positioning. Though the watch was super high-tech, Max knew that its operation was extremely intuitive. A toddler could have operated it.

‘Get moving, kid,’ Percy said. He grabbed a hunting knife from the bench and took a last look at Dash before he pushed Max towards the shed’s back door.
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There had been jubilant scenes in the homestead when Song had finally returned with Douglas. Rosie had almost smothered the man with her hugs, and there were tears shed by both brothers.

And now it seemed the others were on their way in with the fugitives. Or so the group thought, based on the localised tracking systems.

The family and friends had been in the kitchen drinking tea and eating toast when Song and Fitz simultaneously received the same message as the Pharos satellite finally came back online. It was from Max.

The men interpreted the code in seconds, exchanging concerned looks.


‘What’s going on?’ Rosie asked.

‘Ed and Rupert and Kensy haven’t got Dash and Percy,’ Fitz said, to the woman’s horror. ‘Instead, Percy and Dash have Max and they’re headed this way.’

Thirty seconds later, a message came through that Percy and Dash were tied up in the tractor shed. It looked as if Max had overpowered the pair.

‘Come on!’ Fitz ordered as he and Song raced out of the house.

In the half-light, they could see Ed, Rupert and Kensy speeding across the field. The tractor shed stood between them.

Fitz and Song made hand signals at the other three as they ran. They would cover the back door of the shed while Ed, Kensy and Rupert would enter through the open front.

Kensy was running with her slingshot out ready; Ed and Rupert were armed with their pistols. They vanished around the side of the building.

Fitz and Song smashed through the back door to shouts of, ‘Clear!’

The tractor shed was empty.


‘Where are they?’ Kensy said. She spun on the spot, looking for clues, and saw a pool of fresh blood on the floor.

‘Dad, take a look at this,’ she called out.

Her father was there in a flash, the others right behind him.

Song pulled the DNA reader out of his jacket and hovered it over the puddle.

‘Is it Max’s?’ Kensy asked. ‘Please don’t let him be hurt,’ she mumbled under her breath.

It only took a minute for the reading to come back.

‘It’s Dash’s,’ Song said.

Kensy let out a sigh of relief.

‘But where is he?’ Fitz asked. More blood dotted away from the pool in a trail. He began to follow it.

‘Max must still have his watch,’ Kensy said. ‘Or one of them does.’

‘Good thinking, sweetheart,’ her father said.

Kensy felt her spirits lift – the blood trail was fresh, so they couldn’t have gone far.

Ed pinged Max’s global positioning tracker, but there was no sign of them at all.
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‘They need transport,’ Kensy said. ‘They’ve obviously been through the sheds and haven’t found anything – they must be going for the boat.’

The group dashed out of the shed, keeping low as they ran past the homestead. A hedge inside the garden fence screened their presence. Through a gap in the foliage, Kensy spotted Rosie standing in the kitchen window. She stopped and used her glasses to hone in on the woman. But she wasn’t alone. Standing behind her was Dash Chalmers, and he was holding a gun.


Kensy spoke into her watch.

‘Dash is in the house with Rosie. He’s armed,’ the girl said.

That changed things. Max could be in there too and Percy.

Rupert gave the orders, directing them to surround the place so they could enter from various points. The element of surprise was critical.

But there was something else that Kensy hadn’t noticed until now – a message from Curtis was waiting on her watch. Her breath caught in her throat as she read it. Could it be possible? Lawrence MacGregor, Percy’s twin brother was alive?

That would definitely explain Song thinking he found Percy’s DNA on their doorstep – but there was no time to think about all that now.

As the men spread out to take the house, Kensy saw a movement in the trees up ahead of them. Rupert had just given the order to go when she realised what she was seeing was Percy and Max – and they’d almost reached the lake.


Kensy zoomed in on the pair, then scanned the lakefront. The Froggatts’ cruiser was tied up at the jetty. She couldn’t let Percy get away with her brother.

There were voices in her earpiece and a shot fired. It was all happening so quickly. Kensy didn’t have time to wait for someone else to go with her. She took off sprinting towards the water, hoping that she would get there in time.
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‘About time it’s our lucky day,’ Percy growled at Max as they reached the boat at the end of the jetty. ‘Get in,’ he ordered.

Max jumped down onto the cruiser, hoping that there weren’t any keys in the ignition.

But this was Queenstown – where everyone he’d known used to leave their houses and cars unlocked. His heart sank as he spotted a keychain beside the wheel.

Percy clambered over the side to join him. Max wondered how he was going to get himself out of this one. The boy had been quietly loosening the ties around his wrists, but they were still a long way from coming off, and the rag in his mouth was making him feel sick. He had to get rid of it before he passed out.

Max had no idea what Percy planned to do with him once they made their escape from Moonlight Cove, but the man had to know that having an uncooperative thirteen-year-old along for the ride probably wasn’t going to enhance his chances of escape. Max had a sinking feeling that he might be doing just that – sinking. And given the average temperature in Lake Wakatipu was about eleven degrees Celsius, it wouldn’t take long for him to lose consciousness and drown – especially without the use of his arms or the ability to breathe properly.

Percy ordered Max into the small forward cabin of the vessel, then pulled the door shut and snapped the lock. Max wriggled his hands, desperately trying to get free. He could feel the rope getting slacker while at the same time burning his skin. Finally, one hand was out, then the other. He could hear Percy cussing and cursing outside. Something about switching the fuel tanks. Max heard the engine turn over but it didn’t fire. A loud thud followed.

‘You’ve got to be kidding me!’ the man roared.

Max grabbed at the tape on his face, unwinding it for what seemed an age before he could finally spit out the wad of cloth.

It sounded like Percy was kicking at someone while still turning over the engine, which finally started. The boat lurched forward at great speed.

There was a thump and a bang followed by a yelp that Max immediately knew belonged to his sister.

‘Get off the boat, you brat!’ Percy roared.

Max had to get out there.

He kicked the louvred door over and over, finally smashing his foot partway through it. He tried again and this time the lock broke and the door flew open. Now he could see Kensy, sprawled across the back of the boat, trying to regain her balance.

Percy was at the controls, reaching for the large hunting knife he’d taken from the shed. He spun around and slashed at the girl.

‘No!’ Max screamed as he ran at Percy. The knife flew from the man’s hands, up and up and then down and down, splashing into the lake and disappearing into the depths.

Percy lunged at Max and grabbed his waist, shoving the boy hard to the floor.

Kensy finally regained her balance. She stood up and ran at the man, kicking him hard in the shins. ‘How do you feel, Percy? Knowing that you killed my grandfather for nothing?’ the girl shouted above the whine of the engine.

Percy deflected Kensy with his outstretched hand and reached inside his jacket, pulling out a smaller knife with a rusty tip.

‘What are you talking about?’ he yelled.

‘Your brother Lawrence is alive,’ the girl screamed, dancing out of his reach.

Percy looked as if he’d swallowed a whale. He shook his head.

‘It’s a lie!’ the man yelled. ‘My brother is dead. I know it.’


Kensy leapt sideways as he slashed the air. Max was finding it hard to get back on his feet. A strong westerly wind had sprung up and the lake was choppy. The boat bounced along as it sped across the water.

‘You’ve spent half your life in that prison for no reason at all,’ Kensy shouted.

Max was almost as surprised as Percy to hear his sister’s revelation.

The exchange only seemed to make Percy more determined. He stabbed at Kensy again, and again, she jumped clear.

And right then, Max remembered his recovered wristband. And unless something had happened, Kensy should still be wearing hers under her watch. He pointed at her wrist.

She immediately understood what he was thinking.

‘Hey, Percy,’ Kensy called. The man looked at her. ‘Want to go fishing?’

She hit a button on the band and the net deployed, covering the man’s head and shoulders as Max’s did the same.

‘You little brats,’ Percy screamed, and pulled the steering hard left.


Max flew up and over the side of the boat.

‘Max!’ Kensy screamed as her brother was flung into the freezing water.

‘You’re next, sweetheart!’ Percy yelled, but this time as he tried to spin the wheel hard left and knock her sideways, Kensy was ready.

She pushed the man out of the way and grabbed the wheel, throwing Percy off balance. His head slammed against the dashboard. He staggered, then toppled backwards off the boat.

Kensy quickly eased off the throttle and circled the vessel back in the direction of where she’d last seen her brother. Max was her only priority – Percy could wait. Kensy sped through the choppy water then stopped the boat and ran to the side, peering into the clear depths. ‘Max!’ she screamed.

The lake was so deep. There was no sign of him. Maybe she hadn’t come back far enough. Kensy was about to take off again when she heard the surface of the water break. ‘Max!’ she yelled. She leaned over the edge of the hull to see her brother gasping for air.


His lips were blue, but he was alive. With every ounce of strength in her body, Kensy pulled him onboard, then raced to get a blanket from the cabin and wrapped it around him. She hugged her brother tight and in that moment she never wanted to let go.

‘I thought I’d lost you,’ she cried.

Max shook his head. ‘I’m right here, Kens – right here,’ he said, his teeth chattering. ‘But I think we should go and find Percy. Granny really wants him back.’

Kensy ran to the wheel and powered the boat up again, speeding to the place where the man had gone in. She and Max spent long minutes searching, but this time there was absolutely no sign of anyone in the lake.

‘Kensy, are you there? Come in.’ Ed’s voice sounded in her ear.

‘Dad!’ she yelled above the sound of the engine. ‘We’re on the lake in the Froggatts’ boat. Percy’s gone overboard, along with Max’s watch. We’ve been looking for half an hour but he’s disappeared.’

Her father told her to come back to the farm. To leave it. They had Dash.


‘But, Dad, he won’t survive. I’m not even sure if he was conscious when he went over. He hit his head really hard. There was lot of blood,’ Kensy said.

Her father insisted there was nothing more they could do, and that they should return to the farm. Kensy knew that when they resumed the search, they’d be looking for a body. She’d seen how affected Max was after only a few minutes in the water. Percy was a dead man swimming.
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Anna and Cordelia had never felt more relieved to hear from Edward and the children. Dash was in their custody, Percy was almost certainly dead and everyone else was safe. Even Scout and Finch, the Froggatts’ missing dogs, had turned up in the end – hungry and bedraggled but otherwise fine.

The team in New Zealand were taking no chances with Dash, keeping him heavily sedated and under armed guard in the homestead’s basement bunker until he could be transferred to Pharos’s secure facility at Alexandria. The prison at Moonlight Cove would require extensive repairs and upgrading to ensure that, no matter how violent an earthquake might occur, it could never be breached again.

Cordelia had already decided that while this happened she was sending Rosie and the boys away on a long-overdue holiday.

Now, Anna and Cordelia had reconvened in Cordelia’s office after Anna’s visit to the Inventions Room, and were currently awaiting the arrival of Magoo. Cordelia had finally got a hold of the man – having a spa day, of all things – and told him to come to her office at Pharos HQ immediately. He sounded rattled, which was exactly her intention.

‘Has Morris made any progress identifying the source of the hack?’ Anna asked her mother-in-law.

Cordelia sipped the fresh cup of tea Sidney had just placed in front of her. He and Peter had discovered nothing at Romilly’s, which was greatly concerning.

‘Morris followed up on your idea that the hacker might be Romilly. With the fact that she’s cleared out, and apparently attacked Tippie, I tend to agree that she’s the most likely source, but at this stage there’s no hard evidence. Morris has put extra security in place now. He said he can’t imagine anyone inside or outside the organisation could trip us up again.’

There was a knock at the door.

‘That’ll be Magoo,’ Anna said. ‘I’ll head off.’

Cordelia looked at her.

‘Oh no, dear. I want you here. You were the one who heard him and took that picture. We need to know why he’s cavorting with a dead man and what he meant when he told him to “leave her alone” – who was he referring to?’

Anna nodded. She was happy to stay, but hadn’t wanted to overstep any boundaries.

‘Come in,’ Cordelia called.

Magoo stepped around the door, looking very fresh.

‘You wanted to see me?’ he said with a smile. ‘I do hope that you’ve found out who it was that attacked Tip. I don’t know who’s more anxious – her or me. I’ve barely slept a wink, though she’s been sleeping like the dead, which is surprising.’

Cordelia ushered the man to sit on one of the couches by the fireplace. Anna was there already.

‘I called down to see Tippie a little while ago,’ Anna said. ‘She seems to have made a good recovery. I must say, she’s a whiz with her makeup. I couldn’t detect any of those bruises I saw on her face on Saturday night.’

Magoo nodded. ‘Yes, I was surprised by how well she’s healed already, to tell you the truth.’ He then wrung his hands together tightly, almost as if he realised that he had said too much.

Anna glanced at her mother-in-law, who raised her eyebrows. Something about this whole situation didn’t sit well.

‘Would you like a cup of tea?’ Cordelia asked.

Sidney had just carried a fresh pot into the room, setting it down in front of them.

‘Thank you,’ Magoo said as the butler organised fresh beverages for the three of them. Sidney then retreated from the room.

Cordelia leaned forward in her seat.


‘Look, Magoo, I’ll cut straight to the chase. This isn’t about Tippie. This is about you and someone Anna saw you with yesterday,’ Cordelia said.

Magoo frowned.

‘I’m not sure what you mean,’ he said.

Cordelia produced the photograph.

‘Is this you?’ she asked, glancing at his hand as he took the picture from her. The adornments appeared to be a perfect match.

Magoo studied the image. ‘It would seem so,’ he said. ‘But why on earth do you have a photograph of my left hand?’

‘Anna took it last evening down by the river. You were on a narrowboat, talking to someone,’ Cordelia said. ‘You told him to “leave her alone”. Would you be able to shed any light on that statement?’

Magoo frowned again. ‘I . . . I’m . . . No I wouldn’t.’ For a moment, the man seemed lost for words.

‘Well, I think you should,’ Cordelia said, ‘because I will not have my agents involved in dealings I don’t know about.’


The man sighed.

‘This is terribly embarrassing,’ he said, shaking his head.

‘What is?’ Cordelia asked. She was looking for any signs that the man was preparing to lie, but there was no sweaty brow, he wasn’t rubbing his palms together and he was maintaining eye contact. Then again, Magoo was also a trained spy and lying unperceivably was something he’d been taught to do.

‘He’s a rival. A man who’s been trying to get my wife’s attention. I followed him the other week and realised that he lives on a boat on the river,’ Magoo said. ‘Yesterday, I decided to go and tell him to back off. Tippie is my wife and she doesn’t need the attention of any other men.’ Magoo’s cheeks were bright pink and he looked terribly embarrassed.

‘How do you know he’s been pursuing Tippie?’ Cordelia asked, shocked by the revelation. The MacGregors had always been such a tight couple. This wasn’t what she’d expected from the meeting.


Magoo sipped his tea, swallowed, then paused. Anna half wondered if he was making up the story as he went along, but the man did seem genuinely upset.

‘I’ve seen them meeting – he gives her flowers. They go to galleries. And restaurants,’ Magoo said.

‘Have you asked her about him?’ Cordelia said. She couldn’t believe that Magoo, of all people wouldn’t have confronted the woman. He had an ego the size of England.

Magoo shook his head. ‘Heavens, no. Tippie would be so cross if she knew that I was following her. I’ve spoken to him a couple of times now and he’s adamant they’re just friends – but when Tippie was hurt I was worried and jealous and went to tell him to leave her alone once and for all – in case the attack had anything to do with him.’

‘Why would you think that?’ Cordelia asked. She hadn’t taken her eyes off the man.

‘I don’t know really. It was stupid,’ Magoo replied, then took a sip of his tea.

‘Do you know his name?’ Anna asked.


‘Michael Smith,’ Magoo said.

Cordelia and Anna exchanged curious looks. Cordelia couldn’t believe that Magoo didn’t recognise Lawrence for who he was. Given they were family.

‘And does he remind you of anyone?’ Cordelia asked.

Magoo nodded. ‘He’s the spitting image of my dead cousin Percy, if he’d made it to that age, of course. Poor Percy – it was such a tragedy. But I guess they say everyone has a doppelganger somewhere in the world.

‘What if I was to come with you and see him next time?’ Anna said. ‘I mean, there is a danger that he’s using Tippie to get to Pharos . . . isn’t there?’

Cordelia gave her daughter-in-law a wink. That was very clever of her to offer.

‘There’s no need. Michael told me that he was leaving London soon – that his work was almost finished and he was going to make a fresh start abroad – so I’m not going to give him another thought,’ Magoo said.


Cordelia walked to her desk, scribbling something on her notepad. ‘Do you know where he is now?’

‘He told me he was heading for a mooring at Old Windsor,’ Magoo said. He stood up and turned to the woman. ‘Promise me, Cordelia, that you won’t intervene. I’m terribly embarrassed about the whole situation.’

‘Of course,’ she replied, though the look Cordelia gave Anna said that there was Buckley’s chance of that.

‘Anyway, you should be getting home. I imagine Tippie will still be a little on edge,’ Cordelia said.

Magoo ran his hands down the front of his trousers, smoothing invisible creases. ‘Do you know who it was that attacked her?’

‘We have a lead,’ the woman replied. ‘But I’d rather not say until we’re absolutely certain.’

‘Very well then,’ he said, then left.

Cordelia waited a moment before she spoke.

‘Good heavens. Do you think any of that was true?’ she asked.


Anna shrugged. ‘I have no idea, but it’s the strangest thing. He’s either extremely convincing or he actually believes it.’

Cordelia picked up the phone on her desk. She called Sidney then Peter. The two men appeared minutes later.

‘Right, Sidney – you’re off to Windsor to find that narrowboat. Make sure that you get this man’s DNA so we can be absolutely sure that it is Lawrence we’re dealing with. And, Peter – I need you to watch Tippie and Magoo like a hawk. As for Romilly, well, I have a feeling that one of the three is going to lead us to her.’

Anna had been thinking the same.

‘What are you going to do, Cordelia?’ Anna asked.

‘I was hoping you’d join me on a quick trip to Alexandria, dear. I believe we’ll be taking possession of a guest I’m rather keen to speak with,’ the woman replied. ‘And then we’re off to Australia for Rupert and Tinsley’s wedding, and nothing and no one is going to stop us from getting there.’












[image: image]




The twins and their father had arrived in Sydney on Thursday evening, having spent the past couple of days helping Rosie and the boys get things back in order at the farm. They’d also caught up with several of their old friends and paid a visit to Remarkables Primary, the school they’d attended while they were in Queenstown.

There was still a chance Percy’s body would wash up somewhere, though there had been other drownings where, sadly, the victim had never been found. Evan and Doug had trawled the lake for hours, but so far they’d come up empty-handed, except for the day they’d found the twins’ nets floating empty near the cove. The likelihood that Percy had gone to a watery grave grew stronger with every passing hour. At least that’s what everyone hoped.

This morning, Curtis had arrived at Cordelia’s Sydney townhouse just after breakfast, and now the three children were in Kensy’s bedroom, discussing the events of the past week.

‘I can’t believe that Lawrence MacGregor is alive,’ Max said from where he was sitting cross-legged on the floor. ‘And that Percy killed our grandfather for no reason.’

Curtis swivelled on the desk chair. ‘It’s awful, isn’t it?’

With their father’s and grandmother’s permission, the twins had filled their friend in on the mission. Given he already knew about Dash and Lawrence, there was no point in Curtis only having half the information. Anna had also come clean to her mother-in-law about her conversation with the boy.

They’d learned more about what had been happening in London while they’d been away too. It had come as a shock to everyone to hear that Mrs Vanden Boom was missing and that she’d attacked Tippie MacGregor after their grandmother’s dinner party.

‘We should take a look at those coding files Mum sent through,’ Kensy said.

Max was one step ahead of her. He’d already printed Mrs Vanden Boom’s notes and had them in the folder he’d just dumped on the end of his sister’s bed. The software was already running on his computer too – though from what he could work out so far, the program wasn’t finished and didn’t work nearly as well as they’d all hoped it would.

‘I’ll help,’ Curtis said. ‘But you’ve got to remember that codes are still not my strong point. I’m much better at intercepting telephone calls and sending messages.’

Max grinned at him. ‘Yeah, thanks for that. You should have seen the look on Percy’s face when Kensy told him that Lawrence was alive. Actually, I probably looked much the same way.’

‘Do you think Percy’s really dead this time?’ Kensy asked.


Max nodded. ‘He couldn’t have lasted long in the lake.’

The children pored over the pages of information and copies of Magoo’s note for quite a while before Max had a revelation. One of Romilly’s jottings had noted that sometimes when you had apparently cracked a code, there was a better-than-even chance of there being another code within it. And Magoo did love his codes.

‘No way!’ he gasped. ‘It doesn’t say “Romilly must be stopped” at all. It’s not “Romilly”.’ He shoved his notes at Kensy for her to look. ‘There’s a code within that code. Just when you think you’ve got it, you don’t.’

Kensy looked at the pages and pages of working, wondering how on earth he’d reached that conclusion. Her nose was still hurting a little bit too – though she had tried hard not to think about it too much and it was feeling better each day, her face was still bruised.

‘So what does it say then?’ she asked.

‘Yes, please tell us because my brain hurts,’ Curtis said. ‘I really don’t know how you got any of this stuff out in the first place.’


‘There,’ Max pointed at the screeds of gobbledygook where he’d been working things out. ‘It says “mywifeT must be stopped”. That has to be Tippie.’

‘What could she have done?’ Curtis said. ‘I mean, Tippie and Magoo have always seemed so loved up, but if he’s written that about her, then he must have been mad about something.’

‘My guess is the note probably doesn’t mean anything,’ Max said, and sat back, disappointed that – after all this time – the mystery of the code amounted to nothing. ‘Magoo was likely letting off steam. Although I don’t know what me and Kensy and Granny and Song have to do with any of it.’

Kensy stood up and stretched her arms over her head. ‘I need a break,’ she said. ‘Anyone want a drink?’

Curtis and Max stood up too. They were heading downstairs when the front door opened and Cordelia and Anna appeared. Ed had just picked them up from the airport.

‘Mum! Granny!’ the children’s shouts rang out.


‘Well, hello to you too,’ Anna said as she looked up, her arms outstretched.

There were hugs and kisses all round, and for Curtis as well.

‘We’ve got so much to tell you,’ Max said.

‘Yeah, I was almost killed – twice actually – and see this,’ Kensy said, pointing at her face, ‘Dad did it –’

‘He did not,’ Max retorted. ‘He fixed your nose – it looked like a broken ski jump before that.’

‘And then Dad stabbed me in the lip with anaesthetic – because of Max!’ Kensy said.

‘Oh dear, what a drama. Perhaps we could get in the front door and make a cup of tea, and then you can tell us everything,’ Cordelia said.

Not ten minutes later, the group was sitting in the lounge room while the twins and Curtis regaled Anna and Cordelia about their adventures the past week.

‘Oh and I almost forgot,’ Max said. ‘I used that information you sent through to work on the code, Mum. It doesn’t say “Romilly”, it says “mywifeT”,’ Max said.


Cordelia’s eyebrows jumped up and she looked at her daughter-in-law. ‘Well, that’s very interesting, isn’t it?’

Anna nodded. Kensy and Max had no idea why.

‘I think the note’s probably just Magoo messing about,’ Max said. ‘He adores Tippie. Everyone knows that. And there have been times when I thought he didn’t seem all that keen on Mrs VB – I’ve noticed him giving her a sneaky stink eye at school.’

‘Indeed,’ Cordelia replied with a mysterious tone. ‘But might I suggest that there’s no more talk of work for the rest of the day? I’d rather like to take a spin around the old neighbourhood, if anyone’s keen. Curtis would you do us the honour of playing tour guide?’

The boy beamed. ‘It would be my pleasure.’

But the twins hadn’t missed the look that passed between their mother and grandmother. Maybe the note wasn’t as worthless as they’d begun to think.
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The smile on Tinsley Chalmers’ face could not have been any bigger. As she and Rupert walked down the very short makeshift aisle that had been set up on the beachfront, she leaned down and whispered something in Curtis Pepper’s ear.

While it had everyone guessing, all she said was, ‘thank you.’ The boy’s presence and endless distractions had kept her children away from their phones and out of harm’s way. He and his parents had been a late and very welcome addition to the guest list.


Tinsley was glad she hadn’t had to wait long for news from Rupert. The whole ordeal had taken less than seventy-two hours from start to finish. Her new husband had made a quick trip to the United Kingdom and then back home again. She wasn’t sure why, and today she didn’t want to know. Complete disclosure, she’d decided, could come in the fullness of time. For now, she just wanted to enjoy life with the children and her husband.

‘Uncle Rupert looks the happiest I’ve ever seen him,’ Kensy said as she and Max watched the pair at the reception. ‘And Tinsley is beautiful – unlike me and this face.’

‘You look great, Kens.’ Max gave her a nudge. Who knew that the last week could have brought them so much closer? Both children had thought they might have lost the other, and that was almost too much to think about.

In some ways, Max understood why Percy MacGregor had been livid about the death of his twin brother as an infant. It still didn’t justify killing Dominic Spencer, though – especially when Percy was wrong about what had happened in the first place.

‘What do you think’s going on with Mum and Granny?’ Max asked. The two women had sat together at the wedding ceremony, and now they were side-by-side again at the reception. Max had noticed that they’d been talking almost the whole time – whispering and nodding a lot. They’d been inseparable yesterday too. It was lucky Ed wasn’t the jealous type.

‘Obviously they’re working a case together,’ Kensy said. ‘We should ask them when we get home. Maybe we can help.’

‘Yeah. I’m worried about Mrs Vanden Boom,’ Max said. ‘I’d have never taken her for a rogue agent.’

‘I agree,’ Kensy said. ‘She might be strict, but she’s amazing too. Tippie is a pain in the neck but I can’t see Mrs VB beating her up.’

‘Although remember Singapore?’ Max asked with a grin. ‘I’m pretty sure there might have been a few times she wanted to.’


The music started up and Rupert and Tinsley took to the dance floor. They were soon joined by almost everyone else, though Kensy was less than impressed when Van invited her to take a spin with him.

Max told her to stop being a spoilsport and to up the enthusiasm – like Curtis and Ellery, who were proving almost as attached as their mother and grandmother. Kensy was planning to ask the boy what that was about tomorrow. Ellery had always been so mean to Curtis before now.

‘Come on, everyone, there’s one last surprise,’ Rupert said as he ushered the guests out onto the balcony. There was a loud kaboom. Kensy jumped into the air, before a starburst exploded in the sky.

‘Are you okay?’ Van asked.

She tried hard to calm her racing heart. ‘Sure. It just gave me a shock, that’s all.’

Max leaned over on her other side. ‘It’s okay, Kensy – I’m right here.’

He grabbed her hand, squeezing it tight.


‘Promise me you always will be,’ Kensy said.

Max nodded. ‘Always.’

[image: image]

On the opposite side of the world, Tippie MacGregor paced the floor, her arms stiff beside her body, her face red.

‘What did you tell Cordelia?’ she demanded.

Magoo was sitting at the kitchen table, his lip trembling like a child. He ran a hand through his tousled hair.

‘Nothing,’ he said in barely more than a whisper.

Tippie didn’t believe that for a second.

‘How could you have been so stupid?’ the woman spat.

She balled her fists and for a second Magoo cowered, waiting for the blow.

‘You’re pathetic,’ she turned away from him.

The arrival of Mr Pippin in the kitchen seemed to soften her for a moment. She picked up the cat and stroked its long white fur.


‘Tippie, I’ve told you for years that I don’t want it,’ Magoo said, tears shining in his eyes. ‘It was never my destiny.’

The woman spun around and dumped the cat on the floor.

‘And now I’ve lied to Cordelia,’ he said, his voice wavering. ‘I’m trying to protect you. I love you, Tippie.’ He really did, even if, for some time now, Magoo had been wondering if his devotion was more than a little misguided.

‘Stop it, Magoo!’ she spat. ‘Just stop. I don’t care if you don’t want it – because you know that, with every fibre of my being, I do. You are not going to stop me. Not now, not ever!’
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The every-second-lettter code is deceptively simple, jumbling up letters to create a quick and easy encrypted message.

To encrypt a message (e.g. ‘Kensy and Max’) that uses the every-second-letter code, write out the letters from the first half of your message, leaving a space between each letter:


[image: image]


Then go back and write the letters from the second half of the message into each gap:


[image: image]


To decrypt a message that uses this code, write down every second letter, starting from the first letter. It helps to cross the letters off as you go:
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Then return to the start of the message and note down the remaining letters:


[image: image]



All that’s left to finish decryption is figuring out where to add in spaces!

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, the QWERTY code, the phone cipher, the Rosicrucian cipher and now the every-second-letter code.

Can you decode the chapter headings in this book? Good luck!
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