
		
			
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
		

	

PUFFIN BOOKS

THE DEVIL’S BREATH




David Gilman is a successful screenwriter. For the last six years he has been principal writer on A Touch of Frost, with last year’s episode garnering the highest audience share for ITV drama in recent years and a BAFTA nomination for Best Single Drama. He served in the Parachute Regiment’s Reconnaissance Platoon, and has worked as a firefighter, professional photographer, and a marketing manager for Penguin South Africa. David has travelled the world, gathering inspiration for his adventure series along the way.

Books by David Gilman

Danger Zone: The Devil’s Breath




 

[image: Images]

THE DEVIL’S BREATH

DAVID GILMAN

[image: Images]

PUFFIN




PUFFIN BOOKS

Published by the Penguin Group
Penguin Books Ltd, 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England
Penguin Group (USA) Inc., 375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014, USA
Penguin Group (Canada), 90 Eglinton Avenue East, Suite 700, Toronto, Ontario, Canada M4P 2Y3
(a division of Pearson Penguin Canada Inc.)
Penguin Ireland, 25 St Stephen’s Green, Dublin 2, Ireland
(a division of Penguin Books Ltd)
Penguin Group (Australia), 250 Camberwell Road, Camberwell, Victoria 3124, Australia
(a division of Pearson Australia Group Pty Ltd)
Penguin Books India Pvt Ltd, 11 Community Centre, Panchsheel Park,
New Delhi – 110 017, India
Penguin Group (NZ), 67 Apollo Drive, Rosedale, North Shore 0632, New Zealand
(a division of Pearson New Zealand Ltd)
Penguin Books (South Africa) (Pty) Ltd, 24 Sturdee Avenue, Rosebank,
Johannesburg 2196, South Africa

Penguin Books Ltd, Registered Offices: 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England

puffinbooks.com

First published 2007
1

Copyright © David Gilman, 2007
All rights reserved

The moral right of the author and illustrator has been asserted

EISBN: 978–0–141–90079–7




For my mother whose stories opened the door to
her child’s imagination. And in memory of my father
who gave his son the spirit of adventure.
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The killer, like many assassins, came in the night.

The distant, echoing boom of gunfire and the lazy but deadly arc of machine guns’ tracer rounds seeking out their target across the windswept countryside would help hide his presence. And tonight would be one of his easiest assignments. His victim was a fifteen-year-old boy, so he was in no doubt as to the success of his night’s work.

He checked his watch. His timing was good. He was in position. First choice: make it look like an accident – a broken neck. Second choice: a shot to the head and dispose of the body. It made no difference to him. The wind had veered from the east to the north – there was a colder bite to it and he thought of the soldiers lying out there on the waterlogged ground. They would not have slept for days and, with almost constant gunfire and the demands of patrolling, exhaustion and the cold would have eaten into them. Not him, though; his zipped roll-neck was mohair and his topcoat a padded Timberland (no external Gore-Tex to make any rustling sound) and his Rockport boots were waterproof. It was good kit that kept his muscles warm and ready to move in that split second when speed and agility were needed. The killer’s random thoughts eased away the remaining few minutes until his target would appear.

The steady chattering of the soldiers’ machine guns, a couple of kilometres away, was a comfort to him, the staccato rhythm like music to his ears. The ground-sucking crump of mortar fire and the thud of distant artillery blended in his senses. Some of his happiest days as a soldier had been spent killing, but nowadays he offered a more personal service in his lucrative trade of murder. He was being paid impressive money for this job – so, whoever this kid was, someone badly wanted him dead. He checked his watch again, and then eased a 9-mm semi-automatic pistol from his waistband – better to have it ready.

Out in the darkness, a few minutes away from where the killer waited, fifteen-year-old Max Gordon jogged along the thin strip of tarmac. His dad had been right in sending him to school here; these past three years had built up his strength and agility, and he’d decided to enter for one of the junior triathlon contests: extreme sports were the real test of nerve and skill. Next year there would be a Junior X-treme Competition in the French Pyrenees and Max wanted to compete in the downhill mountain-bike race, snowboarding and wildwater kayaking – every one a big adrenalin rush. He knew it was ambitious, but he had the stamina and physical strength now. These extra late-night training runs were paying off. Although it was nearly pitch black, especially when the North Atlantic weather fronts roared in from the coast, there was always enough ambient light to see the tarmac ribbon guiding him around the dinosaur-like boulders.

His breathing settled as he locked into a perfect pace. Across the landscape firepower criss-crossed the night. Explosions were much further away and parachute flares jigged ineffectively in the sky as the buffeting wind swept them away. But he was safe where he was. The commandos and paratroopers were in a designated training area and were no threat to him here. Another four kilometres on the loop back and he’d turn for home, have a hot shower and then bed.

Then he heard a sound that didn’t belong. Instincts focused his senses. A soft metallic click – about twenty metres ahead. There was a curved bowl worn away into the hillside, probably made by animals seeking shelter over the years, and that’s where the noise had come from. Max knew there shouldn’t be any soldiers about here and caution slowed his pace. The wind had shifted slightly, to dead ahead, and that was why he had heard the noise. Like a car door being pressed gently closed. Or an automatic pistol being cocked. He knew that sound well enough.

In less time than it took to think, he veered off the road and into the gorse, putting on a turn of speed and feeling the needle-sharp foliage scratching his legs. Just as he glanced back, a shadow moved from behind a sheltering boulder and then disappeared again. Whoever was out there knew what he was doing, and there was no doubt in Max’s mind that the shadow was after him.

He pounded across the dangerously uneven ground, risking a twisted or broken ankle. A fall would put him at the mercy of whoever was chasing him, but he had no choice – he needed to put distance between himself and his pursuer. Arms pumping, eyes streaming with tears from the cold, he glanced around and saw the blurred shadow coming at an angle towards him, but it looked as though the man’s bulky clothing was slowing him down. Max was heading straight into the military danger zone – the terrifying crackle of gunfire ahead of him was louder than he’d ever heard it before and the lethal stream of bullets scythed across the sky; he ducked instinctively from the ripped air above his head.

Another quick look over his shoulder told him that the shadow had gone, but then Max lost his footing. Stumbling, he fell; his arm scraped granite and flint, and the raw pain made him yelp. He rolled and scrambled to his feet again – but now in almost complete darkness. The machine-gun firing had stopped; the artillery and mortars had fallen silent. He was running into a black void where the low, ground-hugging fug of smoke stung his eyes and the acrid taste of cordite burned the back of his throat. It was like the aftermath of a massive fireworks display – except these fireworks could rip you apart. He realized, too late, that he’d underestimated the shadow pursuing him. He thought he could outrun him but the man had cut behind him, keeping himself out of sight, and Max could still hear the thump of his feet, getting closer now. Desperation powered him on, his feet came free of the gorse and found a scratch of track through the bracken. Sucking in as much air as his lungs could bear, he ran blindly onwards. The whiplash of a bullet cracked past his ear, followed almost immediately by the sound of the gunshot from behind him. No doubt now – his pursuer was out to kill. Max felt his legs give a little, but that was the ground falling away into a dip. And the man behind him was getting closer, homing right in on his target like a heat-seeking missile.

Max ducked and weaved and then he almost cried out in fright as the night sky exploded. A criss-cross of tracer tore low across the sky, and a part of his brain told him that these were fixed-position machine guns, sweeping arcs of fire. Thousands of rounds a minute were perforating the darkness, less than a metre above his head. He was in what the soldiers called ‘dead ground’, a belly dip in the earth where bullets couldn’t reach him, only now the ground was rising again.

Thoughts raced through his mind. Run? Fall? Crawl? Too late. He had to make a run for it. As he reached the crest he felt a powerful thud into his back as the killer tackled him, and the weight carried him, face down, into the gorse and bog. Max squirmed and fought until he’d twisted his body under the man, who then sat on his chest, pinning Max’s arms with his knees. The pain bit into his biceps but he couldn’t buck the man off.

The dull glint of the pistol nestled next to his face reflected the crimson gun flashes and explosions around them. The assassin was catching his breath; his eyes stayed firmly on Max’s face. Cold, relentless eyes. Max knew in that instant that the man had no feelings, so nothing he could say would stop him. More than anything else, the killer was irritated. He had a job to do and this kid had taken him by surprise. The boy was kicking and bucking, and he was stronger than the man had thought, but he had him pinned. He put the pistol on the ground next to the boy’s face so there was no chance of him reaching it. He’d break his neck, that’d save him the bother of disposing of the body. A bad fall against these rocks would look like an accident.

Max was gagging, losing consciousness as the man’s hand palmed his face sideways into the stench of the bogland sludge. Lights were flickering in his head – explosions of pain – but he didn’t know whether it was him dying or the army’s firepower above him. The killer held Max’s head with both hands, ready to twist and snap his neck.

And then suddenly it felt as if a tremendous gust of wind swept the man from Max’s chest. It whipped him away, but, as it did, something splattered across Max’s face. It wasn’t the cold sting of rain, it was warm – the man’s blood. Sitting on Max’s chest he’d pushed himself above the skyline and exposed himself to the machine-gun fire. One round in three was red tracer, and there was a lot of red tracer tonight. It smashed the killer’s body, pulverizing bone and muscle, the rounds burning his clothing.

For a moment Max was numb. This was a surreal glimpse into hell. He got to his knees, felt for his throat and gulped in air, tasting the dull, metallic stench of blood. He had to get out of here. The noise was deafening now. He gazed, mesmerized, across the black void in front of him, like a rabbit caught in the headlights of a car, unable to move, watching as the red fingers of death swung back towards him.

A shape loomed out of the darkness and what felt like a lorry smashing into his chest knocked all the wind out of him as his back thumped into the ground. Barely conscious, he was aware of fleeting images: the feel of the rough material of a soldier’s camouflage jacket, the dim sight of his white-edged eyes in a face streaked with camouflage cream beneath his helmet, and the far-off sound of his voice yelling ‘Cease fire! CEASE FIRE!’

Max sank into a black, silent, bottomless pool.
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Despite its name, Dartmoor High wasn’t a normal secondary school. It sat above the snowline on the northern edge of Dartmoor National Park, built into the rock face like a small, medieval fortress. Nestled into the ancient granite of Wolf’s Head Tor, it was believed to be the site of an outpost of Rome’s XX Legion when they fought for and secured ancient Britain.

The Victorians originally built Dartmoor High as a prison for the criminally insane, believing that society would be better off if the prisoners were locked away in an isolated spot. After a few terrifying nights spent alone with the inmates in such a bleak place, where one’s imagination turned the wind’s howl into an evil, supernatural moan, even hardened warders refused to serve there. Eventually the inmates were institutionalized in slightly more humane conditions elsewhere.

After a chequered history, it finally became a private school that concentrated on vigorous physical pursuits and no-nonsense education.

*

A hundred years later it was still a boys-only school. Some of the former pupils had gone on to become explorers, soldiers, pilots, pioneering doctors, MI6 officers and successful businessmen; there was even a well-known rock-star who had studied there. They all benefited from the self-reliance that Dartmoor High gave them. Pupils came there from all over the world, and it was now regarded as an exclusive school, catering for twelve- to sixteen-year-olds. Although it seemed to have a fearsome reputation that scared a lot of the new entrants, they soon found the staff to be firm and fair, and they discovered the excitement that this kind of adventure-training school offered. The emphasis was on the boys themselves proving that they were cut out for it. If they weren’t, they could always go to other schools. Once they’d adapted to their new surroundings, most would rather stay at Dartmoor High, despite the howling wind, the blistering cold winters and its close proximity to one of the military’s biggest training areas, than go anywhere else.

But being hunted down and killed was not on the curriculum.

Max’s cuts and bruises were treated by Matron. It may have been a boys-only school but the headmaster recognized the need for some kind of female role-model, so there were a couple of women on the staff. Right now, Max wished his mother was around to give him a hug. Tears stung his eyes but he tried to be brave and pretend it was caused by the antiseptic Matron was putting on his arm. Matron murmured a few comforting words about there being no shame in crying, and that no one would know. Max didn’t care about anyone knowing, he had cried for ages when his mum died, four years ago, and he couldn’t help some tears now, but once he put it in perspective and took some deep breaths to calm himself down, he felt better. He was alive. Marks – ten out of ten.

Once Max had been checked by the school’s on-call doctor and had given his statement to the police, he learned that it was a paratrooper who’d saved his life by hurling him to the ground out of the way of the machine-gun fire that had killed the assassin. The army had been in the training area for two weeks on a live firing exercise, and by chance the eagle-eyed soldier saw Max being chased and, without time to stop the firing, hurled himself at the dazed boy, saving his life.

Everything else was a mystery. ‘I’ve spoken to the police, Max; they don’t know who the dead man is. Not yet, anyway,’ Mr Jackson, the school principal, told him. Fergus Jackson didn’t have the look of a traditional school headmaster. He seemed to live permanently in corduroy trousers, hiking boots and a woollen round-neck sweater. Max sipped the hot chocolate someone had given him as they’d moved through to Jackson’s study, a big room with a blazing fire in a massive granite fireplace. Multi-coloured rugs cushioned the slate floor and well-worn, creaky leather chairs and sofas were arranged around the fire.

Mr Peterson, Max’s housemaster, was also in the room, looking more worried than usual. His appearance was that of a rather ineffectual bookkeeper. He had floppy hair and wore spectacles, and he always seemed to be deep in abstracted thought. This appearance was deceptive: he’d led a vigorous life, climbing the world’s highest mountain peaks in between teaching boys geography and white-water canoeing.

The attack remained a mystery. There was no obvious reason for anyone to try to kill Max. ‘Do you think it could have been a random attack?’ Max asked. ‘Y’know, some kind of nutter who crawls out from under a stone whenever he feels the urge?’

‘From what you’ve said, it seems he was determined from the start to kill you. Otherwise, once you’d run he could have simply got himself out of there and disappeared into the night,’ Jackson answered.

‘How did you realize it was an ambush?’ Mr Peterson said.

Max recalled when he’d heard the sound of an automatic pistol being cocked, a moment indelibly impressed on his memory.

Every school holiday, the boys could stay on at school and take part in various activities, such as an expedition to climb Ben Nevis, a canoe trip, or even bear watching in Canada; but if they were really desperate they went home to their parents. It was a school rule that families had to be seen at least once a year, otherwise Mr Jackson and the staff would never have a breather. Max chose to see his dad every time. He loved it. He always had. Tom Gordon was a… well, Max wasn’t a hundred per cent certain what his dad was, to tell the truth, but it was something along the lines of a hydrologist-geologist-archaeologist, who travelled around the world. He found underground wells in the deserts and helped Third World villagers get a clean supply of water; he uncovered hidden cities and identified lost civilizations; he scuba-dived off exotic ocean reefs, searching for lost wrecks. No wonder his dad urged him to go to Dartmoor High – he wanted his son to be as resilient and capable as he was. Life should be an adventure, he always told Max, but you had to be equipped to go on the journey. It was brains as well as physical fitness that were needed.

It had been eighteen months ago when Max had heard the oily slide and click of metal against metal as his dad’s hands cocked a 9-mm Browning pistol. Max had never been that scared before or had ever seen that look in his father’s eye. It chilled him. It made him feel that the smiling, warm, loving father he’d always cherished had a cold place in his heart that was as deep as glacier ice.

For the summer holidays that year he’d joined his father on a dhow from Zanzibar, sailing down the east coast of Africa. His dad was taking a break from his work, showing Max a spectacular reef that teemed with sharks. Beneath the calm, gentle swell of the Indian Ocean the sea was thick with them. However, on the eighth day, pirates had roared up alongside them in a rigid raider boat, its high-powered outboard engines enabling it to catch up easily with the lumbering dhow. The modern-day cut-throats had a good intelligence network, gathering the gossip around the harbours as to who was sailing where. They were known to attack yachts and kill their crews. The dhow’s crew was terrified by the half dozen men, each brandishing an AK47, that virtually indestructible workhorse of the gun world. Max’s dad had ducked down into the cabin and came back a few moments later, just as the first of the pirates clambered aboard, his gold-capped teeth glinting as he laughed at the terrified crew. Max’s dad had quickly stepped forward, grabbed the man’s neck with his left hand and squeezed a pressure point. The pirate was immobilized, his gun clattering to the deck; at the same time Tom Gordon fired twice into the pirates’ boat’s fuel tanks – the shock wave from the tremendous explosion made Max reel. The pirates bailed out and Max’s dad pushed the terrified captive pirate over the side. It had all happened in a matter of seconds. Tom Gordon shouted a command in Arabic and the dhow swung away, leaving the screaming pirates clambering on to what was left of their boat.

‘Dad! What about the sharks?’ Max finally managed to choke out.

‘They should have thought of that before they set out to murder innocent people,’ his dad replied, still grim-faced but, unlike everyone else, unshaken by the incident. Then he’d smiled, and he was the same old dad Max loved, though now he realized that there was a lot more to his father than he had ever known. ‘They’ll have a transponder linked to their mates back on shore, but by the time they get here we’ll be long gone and out of range. They can cling to the wreckage until then.’

The memory lingered a moment longer, before Max realized that Mr Peterson and Mr Jackson were still waiting for him to answer the question.

‘Oh… sorry. I heard the man who tried to kill me cock the weapon; it was something I’d seen and heard before when I was with my dad.’

Jackson and Peterson looked uneasily at each other for a moment.

‘Max,’ said Jackson a little hesitantly, ‘we’ve tried to contact your father, but… well, we’re not sure where he is.’

‘He could be anywhere,’ Max said. ‘Maybe you should try the organization he works for.’

Jackson paused, trying to decide whether he should tell Max what he knew. It was Peterson who broke the silence. ‘We have. It seems… he’s gone missing.’ Max barely noticed Jackson’s look of disapproval at his geography teacher’s lack of tact. ‘Best you should know,’ Peterson said.

Gone missing. That had an ominous ring to it. Under any other circumstances Max wouldn’t have been too alarmed – his father was often out of radio or mobile phone range. But now? ‘It’s been more than a week since he made contact with anyone,’ Jackson said.

Max nodded, thoughts flooding his mind as he tried to think clearly and picture what might have happened to his dad. ‘Where was he?’

‘Namibia.’

Diamond country. Namibia’s coast ran for thousands of kilometres along the south Atlantic. Vast tracts of land were off-limits because there were diamonds waiting to be picked up. Max’s dad had told him about Namibia before. A huge triangle of a country, bigger than France and the UK put together. Away from its mist-shrouded coast was an arid, brain-sizzling desert and scrubland. The Okavango swamps with their crocodiles lay to the east in Botswana, Angola was north, beyond the Kunene River, and South Africa lay to the south. There was a lot of game: lions, elephant… but what else? Max’s brain couldn’t put it all together. His dad must have been injured, or worse. If an assassin had come in the night for Max, whoever wanted him dead must have captured or killed his father first. Why?

Jackson’s voice interrupted his thoughts. ‘Naturally, if this wasn’t a random attack on you, then we have to assume there’s a connection.’ Max nodded. What would Dad want him to do? ‘In the circumstances, Max,’ Jackson went on, ‘we think we should go to the vault.’

The vault. That was where you heard voices of the dead. Max had known a couple of boys whose parents had died – they’d been taken down to the vault. Every pupil had his own key, kept in Jackson’s safe, which unlocked a deposit box in the underground chambers of Dartmoor High. The vault was fireproof, bombproof, everything-proof, because it was cut into the granite hills on which the school was built. When a parent died, it was a legal requirement that a guardian be nominated to look after the boy, and that information was in each boy’s deposit box. Sometimes there were personal letters, mementoes, and usually a legal document that gave a lawyer’s name for his inheritance – if there was one. It was also a condition of attendance at Dartmoor High that each parent left a digital recording for their child. Jackson believed that if tragedy struck, the comforting voice of a parent was just about all a boy had left to help him cope with the trauma.

Voices from the dead. Going to the vault was so final.

Matron tapped on the door; Jackson nodded for her to come in. ‘We thought we’d do that tomorrow, Max,’ Jackson said.

Matron was carrying a glass of water and a pill holder. ‘The doctor reckoned you should get a proper night’s sleep. Help you deal with things.’ Matron offered the sleeping pill to Max. ‘It’s only a mild sedative. OK?’ Jackson assured him. Max nodded, took the pill and a gulp of water and gave a reassuring smile to Jackson, Peterson and Matron.

‘Good boy,’ Matron said.

‘We don’t want to cause any alarm, Max, so, as far as anyone else is concerned, you strayed into the Danger Zone and took a tumble. Are you all right with that?’

Max nodded.

The moment he was outside the study, Max spat the tablet out. He’d tucked it under his tongue and pretended to swallow it. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust anyone; he just wanted to keep a clear head and think this through. That’s what his dad would want him to do. That’s why he’d sent him to this school in the first place.

Max’s room was big enough for a single bed, a small table used as a desk, a chair, a bookcase, a trunk for personal bits and pieces, and a single wardrobe. It may originally have been built as a prison cell, but now it offered enough space to have the essentials – but no luxuries, not even a television, though there was one in each House’s common room. There were four Houses at Dartmoor High: Eagle, which Max belonged to; Wolf, Otter and Badger.

Max lay on his bed. He realized he might be facing the starkest moment of his life. If his dad had been killed, he was an orphan. No, he just didn’t believe that. His father was too resourceful, but no sooner had this positive thought arrived than another one chipped in. Nobody is immortal and if they, whoever they were, had killed his dad then they must have taken him by surprise. Ambushed him. As they had tried to do with Max.

Max let out a deep, troubled sigh. He had escaped; maybe his dad had, too.

He turned his head on the pillow, his eyes gazing idly at his desk and bookcase. Something wasn’t right. He looked again. Things weren’t exactly where they should have been. A small pile of textbooks was nudged across the desk at a different angle. He always had them in a certain place because he liked to rest his left elbow on them when he wrote his essays. And that Cook Island figurine of a war god was facing slightly away from the window when it should have been gazing directly across the moors. What else had been moved? Bits of stone from the ruins of Aglason in Turkey where Alexander the Great had attacked across the mountains; a rock crystal found in the Himalayas which had a glint of some magical light in it, said to be from the cave of an ancient mystic; the amber teardrop from Russia which a hundred million years ago had encased a wayward insect in its resin. All bits and pieces his dad had given him. Now Max’s senses sharpened. Letting his gaze sweep across the room, he realized that someone had pulled books away from the wall, checked them and put them back a bit too neatly. He knew the artefacts were not in exactly the place where they should have been because, despite the obligation to keep his room tidy, there was always a faint layer of dust noticeable on any flat surface. Max wondered what on earth the intruder had been looking for.

There was a knock on the door. ‘Max?’ It was Sayid, whose mum taught Arabic at the school. Max let him in and closed the door quickly behind him. Sayid was his best friend.

When Max’s father had worked in the Middle East, Sayid’s dad had been killed by terrorists and Max’s dad had pulled strings to get Sayid and his mother, Leila, into Britain. Max was never sure what the connection was between the two men, except that they had worked together, and it seemed that Tom Gordon owed some sort of debt to the Khalif family. Max’s father explained that Sayid and his mother needed a safe place, well out of harm’s way, and he told Max to keep an eye on the new boy. Max did exactly that, but now Sayid had been there long enough and didn’t need looking after any more.

‘The whole place is buzzing, Max. The army, the police coming and going. What’s going on?’ Sayid whispered quickly.

‘I went for a run and decided to get a closer look at the guns.’ Max shrugged.

‘You can be gated for that! No more Saturdays in town for months.’

‘Yeah, I know, it was stupid. The firepower was awesome, though. The whole place was shaking.’

Sayid looked over his shoulder at the closed door nervously and Max could see something was up. ‘Max, you’d better tell me if there’s anything else. I’m your mate, yeah?’

‘Yeah, ’course. It was nothing. I broke a school rule. Big deal.’

Sayid gave him a disbelieving look and then pulled a crumpled envelope out of his back pocket. ‘Sorry this got a bit mangled, but I didn’t want anyone else to see it.’

‘What?’ Max asked, because Sayid still looked as though he knew there was something going on.

‘This is addressed to me,’ Sayid said as he handed over the letter. The envelope was open but there was another one inside with one word written clearly – MAX. Sayid shrugged. ‘Your dad obviously wanted this to get to you without going through the usual channels. It came in this afternoon’s post – I couldn’t find you.’

Max nodded. His father had used the one person in school whom Max could always rely on in a tight corner. He ripped the envelope open – and on the piece of folded paper inside there was, again, only one word. FARENTINO.

Max knew what his dad wanted him to do.

Sayid waited patiently.

Max took a deep breath. ‘Sayid, listen. My dad’s in trouble, he’s gone missing…’

‘Bloody hell! Where?’

‘I’m not sure, but he was last heard of in Africa, and this note he sent you confirms that he’s trying to contact me. He’s laying a trail for me. Sayid, listen, mate, you’ve got to keep this to yourself. I mean, things are pretty bad… I didn’t just wander into the Danger Zone tonight. I was running from a bloke who was trying to kill me.’

Sayid Khalif knew the gut-wrenching fear that assassins had brought into his own life. Only he and his mother had survived an attack in Saudi Arabia, and if Max and his dad were targets then he felt the fear as keenly as Max. ‘I won’t say a word, promise.’

‘Not even to your mum.’

‘Especially not Mum, she’d be frantic for you and your dad.’

‘Thanks. Right, well, I reckon that once I’ve opened my box in the vault tomorrow morning I’ll be off. My guess is, Dad has left me another clue in there.’

‘You leave school, and Mum’ll find out your dad’s missing.’

‘No, Mr Jackson will tell everyone it’s compassionate leave, that Dad’s sick or something. Don’t tell her the truth, Sayid, I’m already putting you in danger by telling you.’

‘I could come with you.’

‘No you couldn’t. Besides, I’ll need someone back here I can trust. Can you sort something out computer-wise, a decent code system or something? Then you can act as my back-up.’

When it came to computer science and technology, it was Sayid everyone turned to. He’d come close to causing a major scandal and a national security alert when he hacked into the Ministry of Defence’s computer system which the government had paid hundreds of millions to create. Their computer analysts had chased Sayid through a labyrinth of code and almost got to him, before he led them down a dead end with a trapdoor and self-destructed his whole program. Had they caught him, the repercussions would have been enormous: a fourteen-year-old kid from Saudi, inside the heart of the British Defence security system! Only he and Max knew about it. That was a secret worthy of real friendship.

‘I’ll be here. I’ll set up a rerouting system so any message you send will be hard to trace.’

‘Make that “impossible to trace”, Sayid. My life might depend on it.’
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The vault was one hundred and thirty-three steps below the ground floor. It was amazingly dry and damp-free because the granite walls were so thick and the warm air from the geothermal heating unit was channelled into the school from beneath here. Mr Jackson stood back a respectful distance as Max opened his safe-deposit box. The envelope inside was security-stamped and tagged with a tamper-proof clip. Max tore open the envelope. Inside was a USB memory-stick MP3 player that would hold his father’s message. Max’s passport was there, a credit card with a PIN and account number and what looked like a couple of thousand pounds in cash. There was also a lawyer’s letter, which stated that Max’s father had few assets other than the country cottage in France; his dad always rented a furnished apartment during his brief stays in London. All of which, Max realized, meant he was pretty much broke and that Max’s legal guardian was to be someone in Toronto whom he had never heard of – Jack Ellerman. Max looked again at the packet that held the envelope with the money and credit card. But if Dad was stony broke, what was all this about? Then he saw the symbol on the envelope: a small drawing of an Egyptian hieroglyphic – the jackal-headed figure of Anubis, god of the underworld. Underworld. Hidden from view. His dad was sending him a message to hide the contents of the envelope. Max pushed the money and the credit card under his jacket and then turned. Mr Jackson was right behind him, had he seen Max hide the envelope?

‘Everything all right, Max?’

Max held up the USB player and the letter. ‘Seems Dad’s broke and he’s sending me somewhere I really don’t want to go.’

Mr Jackson put a protective arm around Max as he read the letter from the lawyer. ‘I see. Well, that’s why we hold a parents’ contingency fund. We’ll arrange that ticket for you. But there’ll be enough in your school trust fund to cover the rest of this term, we wouldn’t force you to leave. We can make a plan, Max. A lot of the boys have bursaries to be here.’

Max smiled gratefully, but shook his head. ‘Once I’ve heard Dad’s message I suppose I’d better do as he asks.’

They started their long walk up from the vault – ascending from the underworld – and Max remembered that Anubis was also the Egyptian god of the dead.

Max said his goodbyes to Sayid and his mother, then Mr Peterson drove him to the station for the London train. Three hours later, he was in London, a modest-sized rucksack on his back with everything he needed – which was little more than a change of clothes. He’d listened to his dad’s voice on the recording three or four times, but it was only twenty minutes’ worth. There were no clues, no hint as to what his dad might have expected to happen to him. It was mostly about Mum and how much they’d always loved him, and how his dad hoped that the school had been the right choice… how much he missed Max. It was all a bit vague. But his father’s secret message on the envelope made Max extra cautious.

When Max got off the intercity train, he turned as if making for the Heathrow Express platform, but then he cut around a fast-food stand and backtracked, towards the short tunnel that led to the taxi rank. There was a long queue but he lingered for a while, casually watching to see if anyone was following him. Then he moved quickly back inside the building and went down to the tube station. He kept looking; there didn’t seem to be anyone familiar, but then he saw a man in his twenties – quite scruffy, possibly a musician or art student, listening to his iPod. His rough-cut hair and worn clothes blended in well, but Max noticed that he was wearing a pretty expensive-looking watch, which he checked frequently. Max suddenly realized that he had seen him hanging around the Heathrow train platform.

Max squeezed into the carriage and the iPod man, using another door, got into the same one.

His senses now sharpened, Max looked up and down the carriage, through the connecting doors. He noticed a middle-aged woman, quite smartly dressed, her expensive fashion bag over her shoulder. Max realized she had been about ten places in front of him in the taxi queue.

Someone must be after something he had. But what? Why would they have tried to kill him on Dartmoor if he had something important they wanted? It made no sense. Not yet, anyway. The important thing now was to make sure no one followed him to his father’s contact.

When the train arrived at Charing Cross Underground station there was the usual push-and-shove as those on the crowded platform tried to get on board. Max watched. iPod Man was trying to observe him, looking sideways so there was no direct eye-contact. And Smart Bag Woman was doing the same. Half a dozen people managed to squeeze in just as Max pressed towards the doors and the throng on the platform. The doors were closing when he shouldered his way through, and as his feet touched the platform he turned and saw the man and woman push their way out. So, they were following him; it wasn’t a figment of his imagination. However, he’d already thought of a plan. As he stepped on to the platform he dropped his rucksack between the sliding doors so that when they closed they immediately sprang open again. In that instant he plucked the bag off the floor and edged his way back inside. He was strong enough to push aside a couple of heavier men; that was one thing about Dartmoor High, they made you use every muscle in your body – maybe it was so as to deal with travelling on the London Underground.

As the train pulled away he saw the look of surprise and panic on his watchers’ faces. He’d beaten them. How many more were there to get past before he could reach Farentino?

He made his way to Trafalgar Square, and outside the National Gallery he jumped on a tour bus full of foreign tourists and took a seat upstairs in the open-topped Routemaster. It was too cold for most people, but he wanted a clear view to see if he was still being followed – besides, he didn’t mind the cold; he was used to it.

As the bus made its way along the Embankment, the Thames seemed to be flowing faster than the traffic, so he jumped off, sprinted up the steps near the Courtauld Institute, dodged across the traffic snarled up in the Strand and into the fringe of Soho. At last he felt sure he had put enough distance between himself and whatever teams of watchers there might have been.

By the time he’d walked up towards Soho Square he’d listened to his father’s message again. Dad had always been so open with his feelings when they’d been together. Fathers and sons were always going to fall out at some stage, Dad told him once, but Max should understand that, no matter what happened, he loved him with all his heart. So, Max reasoned, if his dad was usually open about how he felt, why was he saying so little on a recording which he knew would be played if something happened to him? Perhaps it was because he feared someone else might have listened to it first – if that was the case, was there a hidden message Max hadn’t picked up on yet? He didn’t know, but he’d keep listening until he had exhausted that possibility.

Soho Square, its edges planted with shrubs and trees, made a welcome oasis among the city buildings. There were office workers grabbing a quick coffee or a sandwich as they took their lunch hour; a couple of people sleeping rough hogged the benches, while pigeons ducked and bobbed as they hunted for crumbs from the sandwich-eaters.

Max skirted the square, then cut across it diagonally. He was as certain as he could be that he was no longer being followed. He approached a black, high-gloss-painted door, which was crammed unobtrusively in between two other old buildings. One, the Zaragon Picture Company, was an independent film-making company, the other the head office for a wine merchant. Max checked the small brass plaque on the black door – Farentino – to make sure he’d remembered the location correctly; it had been a couple of years since he was here last. Farentino. That’s all it said. No description of what business was conducted there. He pressed the intercom and told the voice that answered who he was. The door clicked open and he stepped into the quiet, safe world of his father’s most trusted friend.

Max could smell the musky odour of the animal’s skin. It seemed so out of place in the well-furnished rooms of Angelo Farentino. The animal pelt had never been properly cured, but it served its purpose of protecting the bundle of handwritten notes from the elements. As Max let his hands feel the texture of the animal skin and the papers it protected that he had just been given, Farentino paced back and forth, his expensive Italian shoes making hardly a sound on the marble floor. Max wanted to devour the words on the pages – they were his father’s field notes – so he skimmed across them, desperate to learn any information about what had happened to him in Africa.

‘Your father knew something was very wrong,’ Farentino said as he paused to pour himself a glass of red wine. ‘He always sent his notes by email and a disk copy by courier. This…’ he wagged a finger at the bundled papers, ‘this is… extraordinary!’

Angelo Farentino was not a man to be taken by surprise. For thirty years he had been a publisher of books on environmental issues, and Tom Gordon on his travels had helped draw attention to many of the most damning ecological disasters across the world. Max kept reading. The notations were neat but in places looked as though they were written in a hell of a hurry. ‘… evidence of heavy machinery… borehole excavations should not be in this location… all indications are…’ Some of the pages were torn, denying the reader tantalizing conclusions that Max’s father had made.

Farentino sat, his arms resting on an antique walnut table, his fingers nervously fidgeting. ‘Max. I fear for your father and he is obviously frightened for you. That’s why he gave you so little information. He knew he could trust you to use your brains and not show anyone anything. Which is why he sent you to me.’

‘And this Canadian, Jack Ellerman? I’ve never heard of him.’

‘Fictitious. To throw anyone interested off the scent. So, I’m going to send you to very good friends of mine in northern Italy. You’ll be safe there until I can help you find your father.’

Max gazed at his father’s papers. They were pockmarked with grime and grubby from dirty hands; some of the pages were stuck together and in one place an ugly brown stain crept like a squashed lizard across the paper. ‘Is this blood?’ Max asked.

Farentino shrugged. He wasn’t sure, and even if he were he wouldn’t admit it. Max took another bite of the pizza Farentino had ordered in and sipped the peach smoothie the Italian was so good at making. Despite everything that had happened, Max was hungry and knew he had to keep his blood-sugar levels up if he was to concentrate and make any sense out of all this. ‘Dad sent his notes, wrapped in a gazelle skin, across two hundred kilometres of desert and wasteland in the care of a Bushman.’

‘That’s right. The Kalahari Bushmen are nomadic, they’re the last indigenous people in Africa to live like that, and your father must have established a rapport with them. The Bushman took these notes to a farmer who runs a wildlife sanctuary, a sort of private game park, and who is, I suppose, someone either your father or the Bushman knew.’

‘And he sent them to you.’

‘To a literary agent I use in Johannesburg. That was the instruction Tom, I mean your father, had written. Max, he was so far out in the wilderness, there was no communication. There are so few people out there. He saw something he shouldn’t have, is my guess.’ Farentino averted his eyes.

‘What?’ Max asked him.

Farentino shrugged and gave a small, non-committal gesture. ‘Maybe it’s nothing. No, maybe it is.’ He hesitated, but he knew this was no time to hold back. ‘The literary agent I used. His office was destroyed by fire and he was badly injured. Yesterday. The same day you were attacked.’

Max let that sink in. Obviously a big effort was being made to stop any information about Max’s dad or what he’d discovered getting out.

‘Who knows about these notes?’ asked Max.

‘No one else. I’m not letting anyone know anything until I can work through them. Trouble is, the gazelle skin has sweated acids into the paper. It’s going to take weeks for us to separate the pages.’

‘Are there any clues at all in what Dad wrote?’ Max asked hopefully.

‘We haven’t found anything extraordinary yet; they’re so incomplete we can’t make much sense of them.’ Farentino sipped his wine. ‘But the place the Bushman delivered them to is hundreds of kilometres away from where I thought your dad was working.’

‘Is anyone looking for him?’

Farentino winced; he unwrapped one of his expensive cigars, rolled it in his fingers, sniffed it. Max waited. Farentino was wary of answering.

‘Angelo, tell me.’

Farentino appeared to weigh up whether he should. He looked hard at Max and then made up his mind.

‘No one is looking. Not really. I have tried to do what I can. The Foreign Office has asked local police and game rangers to keep an eye out.’ He dabbed the cigar between his lips in a small, nervous gesture. Max knew there was more to come and he felt a tightening in his stomach muscles. Maybe the pizza hadn’t been such a good idea after all.

Farentino opened a file on the desk and showed Max some corporate reports and press clippings concerning an international exploration company called Shaka Spear Exploration. Every picture featured a man as big as an international rugby player – in fact he looked like a Maori, except that his head was shaved and he wore a topknot of hair like the Chinese warriors Max had seen in the movies. ‘That’s Shaka Chang,’ Farentino told him. ‘His father was a Zulu, his mother Chinese. He has connections that would make the President of the United States envious. He has a fearsome reputation as a corporate businessman, but he also has an incredible track record for helping the underprivileged, so he’s pretty much untouchable.’

Max gazed at the man who controlled one of the biggest exploration companies in the world. In none of the pictures was Shaka Chang smiling. ‘Namibia has massive deposits of diamonds. Is that what Dad was looking for?’ Max asked.

‘No. A dam is being built there. It has created much controversy. Not everyone is happy. Ecologists are trying to stop it. It will create a massive hydroelectric scheme and bring a lot of wealth to the country. It’ll be worth billions. Shaka Chang is behind it.’

‘If the dam is already planned, what was Dad doing there?’

‘That I am not sure about,’ Farentino replied anxiously. ‘From what I understand, it will not only flood ancient Bushman burial grounds but will have a huge impact on Namibia’s unique ecosystem. So he was searching for aquifers.’

‘I don’t know what that means,’ Max said.

‘Think of deep underground layers of rocks… like maybe a honeycomb of rocks. All those nooks and crannies contain fossil water. Water can be more precious than diamonds out there, and if your dad found any subterranean rivers or these deep deposits it could cause Mr Chang a huge headache.’

‘Then that’s why Dad got his notes to you. If this Shaka Chang is as powerful as you say, then maybe he thought Dad might have sent something to me. That’s why they tried to kill me. That’s why someone searched my room.’

Farentino shook his head. ‘It’s possible. But we have no idea what they could have been looking for. Do we?’

‘No,’ Max said.

Farentino looked at Max, probing his eyes with his own. ‘Max, did your father leave any kind of clue, any message, anything at all to tell you what he found out there? Anything?’

Max scanned the information in his brain. If he had doubts or suspicions, or if there was anything he had not yet uncovered, then he should tell Farentino. So why didn’t he? Something told him to keep his thoughts to himself. Trust no one. Not even Farentino? No one. Not yet.

Max almost squirmed at his complete lack of trust, but these were extraordinary circumstances. ‘Angelo, Dad might still be alive. And if there’s a chance of that, then I’m going to help find him.’

Farentino raised his eyes in silent prayer. ‘Yes, I was afraid of that.’

Max shuffled the pictures of Shaka Chang. One of them slid from under the others. It was an aerial photo of a fort in the wilderness in what looked to be Africa. Behind the fort was a massive lake or swamp. The boulder-strewn ground to the front was softened by an open plain. The whole place seemed formidable – well, that made sense, it was a fort, after all.

Farentino fingered the photograph. ‘That is Shaka Chang’s headquarters in Africa. He has private accommodation there. That line you can see in the desert is an airstrip; the river and lake are crocodile-infested. No one goes in, or comes out for that matter, unless Shaka Chang says so.’

Max felt a sense of evil about the place. ‘It looks really menacing.’

‘Yes. Namibia used to be called German South-West Africa. It was their territory. The fort was built before the First World War.’

‘Does it have a name?’ Max asked.

Farentino went quiet for a moment. There were stories about that place that chilled the blood. ‘They call it Skeleton Rock,’ he answered quietly.

Max watched Farentino’s face. It was as if his eyes were the portals to his secret thoughts. Max’s intuition was correct. The Italian was nodding, almost imperceptibly, to himself. He had reached a decision.

‘Max. There are matters I must discuss with you. There are things you should know about your father.’

An hour later, heavy with the burden of what he had just learned, Max used the credit card that his father had promised was secure to book a flight. There was a direct flight by Air Namibia from Gatwick, but if the people following him expected him to try to reach his father, they would be watching that flight. Finally Max had one last favour to ask of Farentino, and it was not going to be an easy one, but the Italian pulled it off in record time.

They drove to the airport as darkness was falling. Max sat quietly. There were no more questions to be asked. Farentino had explained his mother’s death and passed on the burden of secrecy that surrounded his father’s work. It made Max even more determined to find his father.

Max promised Farentino that he would stay in touch as best he could, but warned him that any information he sent would be through a third party and would carry a webmaster’s name – Magician.

Farentino berated himself loudly for letting Max out of his safe-keeping. His only consolation was Max’s assurance that he’d have gone anyway; at least this way Farentino knew about it and would be in London whenever Max needed help.

At Heathrow’s Terminal 3 Farentino hugged Max and kissed his forehead, which Max managed to bear without too much squirming. He gave his new friend a hug – he felt a bit more grown up now and there was a nod of acknowledgement and respect from Farentino.

Max pushed his way through the bustling terminal, trying not to look too obvious as he scanned the crowd for anyone who stuck out. The people who had followed him earlier didn’t seem to be anywhere in sight. Luckily, the large number of passengers made it easy to pretend that he was simply deciding where to go – which was partly true. He checked his watch. Time was getting tight now. The Air Canada desk was in Zone D. He joined the business-class queue for Toronto. There were only a couple of people in front of him and as he waited he glanced around again – and his heart suddenly thudded and an invisible fist walloped him in the chest as he saw Mr Peterson, his geography teacher from school. He could barely hide his shock.

Max tried to settle his breathing, but there was another feeling now, a physical pain which he knew was fear. Mr Peterson was on his mobile phone and half turned his back as Max saw him. Max kept his head, not giving in to the impulse to stare at him; instead, he let his gaze sweep across the crowd in case Peterson used his peripheral vision to watch him. Peterson. He liked him. He was a great teacher. And there he was, part of the conspiracy to track Max down and kill him.

The check-in clerk called Max forward, which snapped his mind back into gear. Max handed his passport and ticket across the desk, but the crawling in his stomach wouldn’t go away. Mr Peterson had been at the school for only a few months. He would have known Max’s daily schedule and he was probably the one who searched his room. Who was paying Peterson to betray him? Max didn’t have time to think about it. ‘Oh, this is an economy ticket.’ The check-in clerk smiled.

Max knew that, of course. He was gambling that, if he played ignorant, the cheerful-looking woman would check him in anyway. ‘I’m really sorry. I didn’t know.’ He grimaced. ‘I’ve never been on a big plane before,’ he lied.

She quickly tapped her fingers on the computer keyboard. ‘Oh, that’s all right. I’ll check you in here. I bet you’re really excited.’

Max nodded enthusiastically.

‘Any luggage?’ she asked as she gazed at the screen.

‘No, just my backpack.’

She asked him a few security questions and then packaged the ticket, his passport and boarding card together. ‘I’ve given you a window seat. Enjoy the flight.’ She pointed down the hall. ‘Security and departure’s down there. Have a really nice time in Canada, Mr Lawrence.’

Max thanked her and turned away. Peterson was still there, but he’d moved a bit further down the concourse. He must have been satisfied that Max was on his way to Pearson Airport, Toronto, to stay with his new guardian, Jack Ellerman, because he snapped his mobile shut and turned on his heel, his job done. Max felt a sense of relief, but he still had to get on that plane for South Africa without being spotted. There might be others in the terminal looking for him.

The Toronto plane left at 21.30. The Virgin check-in desk for Johannesburg was in the A Zone, and that plane left at 20.05 and they were already boarding. Max had to get to the gate in time, and if he didn’t do it in the next fifteen minutes his whole plan would be ruined. He quickened his pace, dodging through the crowd, and then he saw another boy about his age. He too wore cargo pants, a sweat top, trainers and a lightweight fleece. His hair was a bit longer than Max’s and his shoulders weren’t as broad – Max had done a lot of white-water canoeing in the swirling waters of the River Dart and that had built up his arms and back muscles – and although Max had never seen this boy before, the North Face orange-coloured fleece identified him.

The other boy’s eyes were looking at the crowd ahead of him and then they locked on Max. The boy changed his small rucksack to the other shoulder and as they drew level each nudged the other’s shoulder. It was barely a couple of seconds of contact but in that time, and with a mumbled, ‘Sorry, mate,’ they passed each other. And in those moments, Martin Lawrence, the son of one of Farentino’s clients, exchanged the ticket, passport and boarding card for those in Max’s hand. Martin was happy to get a free trip to Canada – snowboarding was great at this time of year. Max now had his own passport and ticket for South Africa that Martin Lawrence had used to book him on to the South African flight. The two boys looked very similar, close enough not to cause any suspicion from a busy check-in clerk.

So far, so good. In eleven hours he would land in South Africa and be a lot closer to finding out what had happened to his father. It had been a gruelling twenty-four hours and he wouldn’t care what movie they were showing on the flight. What he needed was sleep.

Outside the terminal, Peterson waited a few moments as a car approached the pick-up area. iPod Man and Smart Bag Woman were inside. Peterson climbed in. ‘He’s on the Toronto plane. Let’s go.’

As the car edged slowly into the night traffic, an Airbus 343 bound for Johannesburg roared down the runway. Max, settled in his seat and wrapped in a lightweight airline blanket, saw London’s lights shimmer below him, a seabed of diamonds. He was asleep by the time the plane gained its cruising altitude, and as the ground slipped away, dreams were already troubling his exhausted mind. Juggled images of a hostile environment in an unknown country vied with a deep-rooted sense of dread about the forbidding desert fortress, Skeleton Rock.


4

Adrenalin had scoured Max’s body over the past twenty-four hours, putting him in an almost constant state of physical alertness as his mind responded to the ‘fight or flight’ hormones banging through his system. Despite the fatigue, he had slept badly. Unfolding thoughts of his father and the responsibility Max now carried excited and scared him.

Farentino had painted only a fairly broad picture of what his father did, but nevertheless it explained where his father’s strength and courage came from. How did a graduate scientist end up fighting pirates and ambushing smugglers of endangered species? Or hacking his way through impenetrable jungles to find the source of a rare plant that could cure desperately ill people without letting the huge, profit-making drug companies exploit it?

Tom Gordon’s own sense of adventure helped, but the government had trained him. He wasn’t a spy, but his job came close to it – and in some ways what he did may have been more risky. He took on dangerous people who flouted international law. He had been field-trained by the best and, given the incident with the pirates off the coast of Africa and the way his dad had dealt with them, Max had an idea Special Forces might have been involved in that training. His father had a privileged ‘go anywhere’ freedom, checking on rogue countries to see whether they were breaking or contravening international law. He met Max’s mother in South America when she was researching
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