
5
Two weeks in The sun

Alex  wAsn’t sure whAt  was more surprising. To 
still be alive. Or to find himself back, once again, in 
the London headquarters of the Special Operations 
division of MI6.

The fact that he was still breathing was, he knew, 
entirely because of Sabina. She had been sitting on the 
beach, watching in awe as he rode the Cribber toward 
her. She had seen the Jet Ski coming up behind him 
even before he did and had known something was 
wrong. She had started running the moment Alex had 
leaped into the air and was already in the water by the 
time he crashed down next to the Jet Ski and then dis-
appeared below the surface. Later on, she would say 
there had been a collision, a terrible accident. From 
that distance, it was impossible to see what had really 
taken place.

Sabina was a strong swimmer and luck was on her 
side. Although the water was murky and the waves still 
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huge, she knew exactly where Alex had gone down 
and she was there in less than a minute. She found 
him on her second dive, dragged his unconscious 
body to the surface, and then pulled him ashore. She 
had learned  mouth- to- mouth resuscitation at school 
and she used that knowledge now, pressing her lips 
against his, forcing air into his lungs. Even then, she 
was sure that Alex was dead. He  wasn’t breathing. His 
eyes were closed. Sabina pounded on his chest—
once, twice—and was finally rewarded with a sudden 
spasm and a fit of coughing as Alex came to. By then, 
some of the other surfers had arrived. One of them 
had a cell phone and called for an ambulance. There 
was no sign of the man on the Jet Ski.

Alex had been lucky too. As it turned out, he had 
ridden the Cribber just far enough to be near the end 
of its journey, when the wave had been at its weak-
est. A ton of water had fallen on him, but five seconds 
earlier it might have been ten tons. Also, he  hadn’t 
been too far from shore when Sabina found him. Any 
farther out and she might never have found him at all.

Five days had passed since then.
It was Monday morning, the start of a new week. 

Alex was sitting in Room 1605, on the sixteenth floor 
of the anonymous building on Liverpool Street. He 
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had sworn that he would never return here. The man 
and the woman with him in the room were the last two 
people he wanted to see. Yet here he was. He had 
been drawn in as easily as a fish in a net.

As usual, Alan Blunt  didn’t seem particularly 
pleased to see him, preferring to study the file on the 
desk in front of him rather than the boy himself. It was 
the fifth or sixth time Alex had met the man in over-
all command of this section of MI6, and he still knew 
almost nothing about him. Blunt was about fifty, a 
man in a suit in an office. He  didn’t seem to smoke 
and Alex  couldn’t imagine him drinking either. Was 
he married? Did he have children? Did he spend the 
weekends walking in the park or fishing or watching 
a soccer match? Somehow Alex doubted it. He won-
dered if Blunt existed at all outside these four walls. 
He was a man defined by his work. His whole life was 
devoted to secrets and in the end his own life itself had 
become a secret.

He looked up from the neatly printed report. 
“Crawley had no right to involve you in this business,” 
he said.

Alex said nothing. For once, he  wasn’t sure he dis-
agreed.

“The Wimbledon tennis championships. You 
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nearly got yourself killed.” He glanced quizzically at 
Alex. “And this business in Cornwall. I  don’t like my 
agents getting involved in dangerous sports.”

“I’m not one of your agents,” Alex said.
“There’s enough danger in the job without adding 

to it,” Blunt went on, ignoring him. “What happened 
to the man on the Jet Ski?”

 “We’re interrogating him now,” Mrs. Jones re-
plied. The deputy head of Special Operations was 
wearing a gray pantsuit with a black leather handbag 
that matched her eyes. There was a silver brooch on 
her lapel, shaped like a miniature dagger.

She had been the first to visit Alex as he recovered 
in a hospital in Newquay and she at least had been 
concerned about what had happened. Of course, she 
had showed little or no emotion. If anyone had asked, 
she would have said that she  didn’t want to lose some-
one who had been useful to her and who might be 
useful again. But Alex suspected this was only half the 
story. She was a woman and he was fourteen years 
old. If Mrs. Jones had a son, he could well be the same 
age as Alex. That made a difference and one that she 
 wasn’t quite able to ignore.

“We found a tattoo on the man’s arm,” she contin-
ued. “It seems that he was also a member of the Big 
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Circle gang.” She turned to Alex. “The Big Circle is a 
relatively new triad,” she explained. “It’s also, un-
fortunately, one of the most violent.”

“So  I’ve noticed,” Alex said.
“The man you knocked out and refrigerated at 

Wimbledon was a  Sai- lo. That means ‘little brother.’ 
You have to understand how these people work. You 
smashed their operation and made them lose face. 
That’s the last thing they can afford. So they sent 
someone after you. The Jet Skier  hasn’t said anything 
yet but we believe he’s a  Dai- lo, or a big brother.  He’ll 
have a rank of 438 . . . that’s one under the Dragon 
Head, the leader of the triad. And now he’s failed too. 
It’s a little unfortunate, Alex, that in addition to half 
drowning him, you broke his nose. The triad will take 
that as another humiliation.”

“I  didn’t do anything,” Alex said. It was true. He 
remembered how his surfboard had finally been torn 
away from his ankle. It  wasn’t his fault that it had hit 
the Chinese man in the face.

“That’s not how  they’ll see it,” Mrs. Jones went 
on. She sounded like a schoolteacher. “What  we’re 
dealing with here is  guan- shi.”

Alex waited for her to explain.
“ Guan- shi is what gives Big Circle its power,” she 
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said. “It’s a system of mutual respect. It ties all the 
members together. It essentially means that if you hurt 
one of them, you hurt them all. And if one of them be-
comes your enemy, they all do.”

“You attack one of their people at Wimbledon,” 
Blunt rasped, “they send another down to Cornwall.”

“You take out their man in Cornwall, the order 
goes out to the other members of the triad to kill you.”

“How many other members are there?” Alex 
asked.

“About nineteen thousand at last count,” Blunt 
replied.

There was a long silence, punctured only by the 
distant traffic fifteen floors below.

“Every minute you stay in this country,  you’re in 
danger,” Mrs. Jones said. “And there’s not a great deal 
we can do. Of course, we have some influence with 
the triads. If we let the right people know that  you’re 
protected by us, it may be possible to call them off. 
But that’s going to take time, and the fact of the mat-
ter is,  they’re probably working on the next plan of 
attack right now.”

“You  can’t go home,” Blunt said. “You  can’t go 
back to school. You  can’t go anywhere on your own. 
That woman who looks after you, the housekeeper, 
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 we’ve already arranged for her to be sent out of Lon-
don. We  can’t take any chances.”

“So what should I do?” Alex asked.
Mrs. Jones glanced at Blunt, who nodded. Neither 

of them looked particularly concerned, and he sud-
denly realized that things had worked out exactly as 
they wanted. Somehow, without knowing it, he had 
played right into their hands. Again.

“By coincidence, Alex,” Mrs. Jones began, “a few 
days ago we had a request for your services. It came 
from the American intelligence service. The Central 
Intelligence Agency—or CIA, as you probably know 
them. They need a young person for an operation 
 they’re mounting and they wondered if you might be 
available.”

Alex was surprised. MI6 had used him twice and 
both times they had stressed that nobody was to 
know. Now, it seemed, they had been boasting about 
their only teenage spy. Worse than that, they were pre-
pared to lend him out, like a library book.

As if reading his mind, Mrs. Jones raised a hand. 
“We told them, of course, that you have no wish to 
continue in this line of work,” she said. “That was, 
after all, what you had told us. A schoolboy, not a spy. 
That’s what you said. But it does seem now that 
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everything has changed. I’m sorry, Alex, but for what-
ever reason,  you’ve chosen to go back into the field 
and unfortunately  you’re in danger. You have to dis-
appear. This might be the best way.”

“You want me to go to America?” Alex asked.
“Not exactly America,” Blunt cut in. “We want 

you to go to Cuba. Or, rather, to an island just a few 
miles south of Cuba. It’s called Cayo Esqueleto. 
That’s Spanish. It means—”

“Skeleton Key,” Alex said.
“That’s right. Of course, there are plenty of keys 

off the coast of America.  You’ll have heard of Key 
Largo and Key West. This one was discovered by Sir 
Francis Drake. The story goes that when he landed 
there, the place was uninhabited. But he found a sin-
gle skeleton, a conquistador in full armor, sitting on 
the beach. That was how the island got its name. Any-
way, no matter what it’s called, it’s actually a very 
beautiful place. A tourist resort. Luxury hotels, diving, 
sailing . . .  We’re not asking you to do anything dan-
gerous, Alex. Quite the contrary. You can think of this 
as a paid vacation. Two weeks in the sun.”

“You  don’t pay me,” Alex said. He  couldn’t help 
the sarcasm in his voice.

“Yes. Well, be that as it may . . .” Blunt coughed. 
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“The CIA is interested in Cayo Esqueleto because of 
a man who lives there. He’s Russian. He has a huge 
house—some might even call it a palace—on an 
isthmus. That is to say, a narrow strip of land at the 
very northern tip of the island. His name is General 
Alexei Sarov.”

Blunt pulled a photograph out of the file and 
turned it around so that Alex could see it. It showed 
a  fit- looking man in military uniform. The picture had 
been taken in Red Square, in Moscow. Alex could see 
the  onion- shaped towers of the Kremlin behind the 
man.

“Sarov belongs to a different age,” Mrs. Jones said, 
taking over. “He was a commander in the Russian 
army at a time when the Russians were our enemies 
and still part of the Soviet Union. This  wasn’t very 
long ago, Alex. It was only in 1990 that communism 
ended and the Berlin Wall came down.” She stopped. 
“I suppose none of this means very much to you.”

“Well, it  wouldn’t,” Alex said. “I was only three 
years old.”

“Yes. Of course. But you have to understand, 
Sarov was a hero of the old Russia. He was made a 
general when he was only  thirty- eight, the same year 
his country invaded Afghanistan. He fought there for 
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ten years, rising to be  second- in- command of the Red 
Army. He had a son who was killed there. Sarov 
 didn’t even go to the funeral. It would have meant 
abandoning his men and he  wouldn’t do that . . . not 
even for one day.”

Alex looked at the photograph again. He could see 
the hardness in the man’s eyes. It was a face without 
a shred of warmth.

“The war in Afghanistan ended when the Soviets 
withdrew in 1989,” Mrs. Jones continued. “At the 
same time, the whole country was falling apart. Com-
munism came to an end and Sarov left. He made no 
secret of the fact that he  didn’t like the new Russia with 
its Levi’s jeans and Nike sneakers and McDonald’s on 
every street corner. He left the army, although he still 
calls himself General, and went to live—”

“In Skeleton Key.” Alex finished the sentence.
“Yes. He’s been there now for ten years. And here 

we come to the point, Alex. In two weeks’ time, the 
Russian president is planning to meet him there. 
There’s nothing surprising in that. The two men are old 
friends. They even grew up in the same part of Moscow. 
But the CIA is worried. They want to know what Sarov 
is up to. Why are the two men meeting? Old Russia and 
New Russia. What’s going on?”
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“The CIA wants to spy on Sarov.”
“Yes. It’s a simple surveillance operation. They 

want to send in an undercover team to take a look 
around before the president arrives.”

“Fine.” Alex shrugged. “But why do they need 
me?”

“Because Skeleton Key is a communist island,” 
Blunt explained. “It belongs to Cuba, one of the last 
places in the Western world where communism still 
exists. Getting in and out of the place is extremely dif-
ficult. There’s an airport in Santiago, the capital. But 
every plane is watched. Every passenger is checked. 
 They’re always on the lookout for American spies, and 
anyone who is even slightly suspect is stopped and 
turned away.”

“And that’s why the CIA has come to us,” Mrs. 
Jones continued. “A single man might be suspicious. 
A man and a woman might be a team. But a man and 
a woman traveling with a child? . . . That has to be a 
family!”

“That’s all they want from you, Alex,” Blunt said. 
“You enter the island with them. You stay at their  
hotel. You swim, snorkel, and enjoy the sun. They do 
all the work.  You’re there only as part of their cover.”

 “Couldn’t they use an American boy?” Alex asked.
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Blunt coughed, obviously embarrassed. “The 
Americans would never use a young person in an ex-
ercise like this,” he said. “You see, they have a differ-
ent set of rules than we do.”

“You mean,  they’d be worried about getting him 
killed.”

“We  wouldn’t have asked you, Alex.” Mrs. Jones 
broke the awkward silence. “But you have to leave 
London. In fact, you have to leave England.  We’re not 
trying to get you killed.  We’re trying to protect you 
and this is the best way. Mr. Blunt is right. Cayo Es-
queleto is a beautiful island and  you’re really very 
lucky to be going there. You can look on the whole 
thing as a vacation.”

Alex thought it over. He looked from Alan Blunt 
to Mrs. Jones, but of course they gave nothing away. 
How many agents had sat in this room with the two 
of them, listening to their honeyed words?

It’s a simple job. Nothing to it.  You’ll be back in 
two weeks.

His own uncle had been one of them, sent to 
check on security in a computer factory on the South 
Coast. But Ian Rider had never made it back.

Alex wanted none of it. There were still seven 
weeks of summer vacation left and he wanted to see 
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Sabina again. The two of them had talked about 
northern France and the Loire Valley, youth hostels 
and hiking. He had friends in London. Jack Star-
bright, his housekeeper and closest friend, had offered 
to take him with her when she visited her parents in 
Chicago. Seven weeks of normalcy. Was it too much 
to ask?

And yet, he remembered what had happened on 
the Cribber when the man on the Jet Ski had caught 
up with him. Alex had seen his eyes for just a few sec-
onds, but there had been no mistaking their cruelty 
and fanaticism. This was a man who had been pre-
pared to chase him across the top of a  twenty- foot 
wave to mow him down from behind . . . and he had 
come perilously close to succeeding. Alex knew, with 
a sick certainty, that the triads would try again. He 
had offended them, not once now but twice. Blunt was 
right about that. Any hope of an ordinary summer 
had just gone out the window.

“If I help your friends in the CIA, can you get the 
triads to leave me alone?” he asked.

Mrs. Jones nodded. “We have contacts in the Chi-
nese underworld. But it will take time, Alex. Whatever 
happens,  you’re going to have to go into hiding—at 
least for the next couple of weeks.”

t w o  w e e k s  i n  t h e  s u n  89

Skeleton Key_5_8.indd   89 10/19/09   3:56:28 PM



So why not do it in the sun?
Alex nodded wearily. “All right,” he said. “It seems 

I  don’t really have a choice. When do you want me 
to leave?”

Blunt took an envelope out of the folder. “I have 
your plane ticket here,” he said. “There’s a flight this 
afternoon.”

Of course they had known he would accept. 
“We will want to keep in touch with you while 

 you’re away,” Mrs. Jones muttered.
 “I’ll send you a postcard,” Alex said.
“No, Alex. That’s not quite what I had in mind. 

Why  don’t you go and have a word with Smithers?”

Smithers had an office on the eleventh floor of the 
building, and at first Alex had to admit he was disap-
pointed.

It was Smithers who had designed the various 
gadgets Alex had used on his previous missions, and 
Alex had expected to find him somewhere in the base-
ment, surrounded by cars and motorbikes,  high- tech 
weapons, and men and women in white coats. But this 
room was boring: large, square, and anonymous. It 
could have belonged to the chief executive of almost 
any business—an insurance company, perhaps, or a 
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bank. There was a steel-and-glass desk with a tele-
phone, a computer, “in” and “out” trays, and a halo-
gen lamp on a long, metallic arm. A leather sofa 
stood against one wall. On the other side of the room 
was a silver filing cabinet with six drawers. A picture 
hung on the wall behind the desk: a seascape. But, 
disappointingly, there were no gadgets anywhere. Not 
so much as an electric pencil sharpener.

Smithers himself was behind the desk, tapping at 
the computer with fingers almost too big for the keys. 
He was one of the fattest people Alex had ever met. 
Today he was wearing a black,  three- piece suit with 
what looked like an old school-uniform tie perched 
limply on the great bulge of his stomach. Seeing Alex, 
he stopped typing and swiveled around in a leather 
chair that must have been reinforced to handle his 
weight.

“My dear boy!” he exclaimed. “How delightful to 
see you. Come in! Come in! How have you been? I 
hear you had a bit of trouble, that business in France. 
You really must look after yourself, Alex.  I’d be mor-
tified if anything happened to you. Door!”

Alex turned around to see whom Smithers was  
addressing and was surprised when the door swung 
shut behind him.
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“Voice activated,” Smithers explained. “Do, 
please, sit down.”

Alex sat on a leather chair on the other side of the 
desk. As he did so, there was a low hum and the lamp 
swiveled around and bent toward him like some sort 
of metallic bird taking a closer look. At the same time, 
the computer screen flickered and a human skeleton 
appeared. Alex moved a hand. The skeleton’s hand 
moved. With a shudder, he realized he was looking 
at—or rather, through—himself.

 “You’re looking well,” Smithers said. “Good bone 
structure!”

“What? . . .” Alex began.
“It’s just something  I’ve been working on. A sim-

ple  X- ray device. Useful if anyone is wearing a gun.” 
Smithers pressed a button and the screen went blank. 
“Now, Mr. Blunt tells me  you’re off to join our friends 
in the CIA.  They’re fine operators. Very, very good . . . 
except, of course, you can never trust them and they 
have no sense of humor. Right! Cayo Esqueleto, I 
understand?”

He leaned forward and pressed another button on 
the desk. Alex glanced at the painting on the wall. The 
waves were moving! At the same time, the image 
shifted, pulling back, and he realized he was looking 
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at a plasma television screen with a picture beamed by 
satellite from somewhere above the Atlantic Ocean. 
Alex found himself looking down on an irregularly 
shaped island surrounded by turquoise water. The 
image was time coded and he realized that it was be-
ing broadcast into the room live.

“Tropical climate,” Smithers muttered. “There 
 won’t be much rainfall this time of the year, which is 
a pity because I’m developing a poncho that doubles 
as a parachute. Oh well, I  don’t think  we’ll need that. 
 I’ve also got a marvelous mosquito repellent. As a 
matter of fact, mosquitoes are about the only thing it 
 won’t knock out. But you  won’t need that either! In 
fact, I’m told the only thing  you’ll actually need is 
something to help you keep in touch.”

“A secret transmitter,” Alex said.
“Why does it have to be secret?” Smithers pulled 

open a drawer and took out an object. He placed it in 
front of Alex.

It was a cell phone.
 “I’ve already got one, thanks,” Alex muttered.
“Not one like this,” Smithers retorted. “It gives 

you a direct link with this office, even when  you’re in 
America. It works underwater . . . and in space. The 
pads are fingerprint sensitive so only you can use it. 
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This is the model five. We also have a model seven. 
You hold it upside down when you dial or it blows up 
in your hand.”

“Wow! Why  can’t I have that model?” Alex asked.
“Mr. Blunt has forbidden it.” Smithers leaned for-

ward conspiratorially. “But I have put in a little extra 
for you. You see the little aerial just here? Dial  nine- 
 nine- nine and  it’ll shoot out like a needle. Drugged, 
of course.  It’ll knock anyone out within a  twenty- yard 
range.”

“Right.” Alex picked up the phone. “Have you got 
anything else?”

“As usual, I was told you  weren’t to have any 
weap ons. . . .” Smithers sighed, then leaned forward 
and spoke into the potted plant. “Would you bring 
them up, please, Miss Pickering?”

Alex was beginning to have serious doubts about 
the office—and these were confirmed a moment later 
when the leather sofa suddenly split in half, the two 
ends moving away from each other. At the same time, 
part of the floor slid aside to allow another piece of 
sofa to shoot silently into place, turning the  two- seater 
into a  three- seater. A young woman had been car-
ried up with the new piece. She was sitting with her 
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legs crossed and her hands on her knee. She stood 
and walked over to Smithers.

“These are the items you requested,” she said, 
handing over a package. She produced a sheet of pa-
per and placed it in front of him. “And this report just 
came in from Cairo.”

“Thank you, Miss Pickering.”
Smithers waited until the woman had left—using 

the door this time—then glanced quickly at the report. 
“Not good news,” he muttered. “Not good news at all. 
Oh well . . .” He slid the report into the “out” tray. 
There was a flash of electricity as the paper  self- 
 destructed. A second later, only ashes were left. “I’m 
bending the rules, doing this,” he went on. “But there 
were a couple of things  I’d been developing for you and 
I  don’t see why you  shouldn’t take them with you. Bet-
ter safe than sorry.”

He upturned the package and a bright pink pack 
of bubble gum slid out. “The fun of working with you, 
Alex,” Smithers said, “is adapting the things  you’d ex-
pect to find in the pockets of a boy your age. And I’m 
extremely pleased with this one.”

“Bubble gum?”
“It blows rather special bubbles. Chew it for thirty 
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seconds and the chemicals in your saliva react with the 
compound, making it expand. And as it expands,  it’ll 
shatter just about anything. Put it in a gun, for ex-
ample, and  it’ll crack it open. Or the lock on a door.”

Alex turned the packet over. The word bubble 0-7 
was written in yellow letters on the side. “What flavor 
did you make it?” he asked.

“Strawberry. Now, this other device is even more 
dangerous and I’m sure you  won’t need it. I call it 
‘The Striker’ and  I’d be very happy to have it back.”

Smithers shook the package and a key ring slid 
out to join the bubble gum on the desk. It had a plas-
tic figurine attached, a golfer wearing black pants, a 
red shirt, and a black cap. Alex leaned forward and 
turned it over. He found himself looking at a  two- inch 
model of Tiger Woods.

“Thanks, Mr. Smithers,” he said. “But I’ve never 
cared for golf.”

“You don’t have to enjoy golf, Alex, to enjoy a 
little peace of mind. This figurine may just save your 
life. The important thing is the head. Remember this, 
Alex. Twist it around twice clockwise and once coun-
terclockwise and  you’ll arm the device.”

 “It’ll explode?”
“It’s a stun grenade. Flash and a bang. A 
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 ten- second fuse. Not powerful enough to kill, but in a 
confined space it will incapacitate the opposition for 
a couple of minutes, which might give you a chance 
to get away.”

Alex pocketed the Tiger Woods figure and the 
bubble gum, along with the cell phone. He stood up, 
feeling more confident. This might be a simple sur-
veillance operation, a vacation, as Blunt had put it, but 
he still  didn’t want to leave  empty- handed.

“Good luck, Alex,” Smithers said. “I hope you get 
on all right with the CIA. Heaven knows what  they’ll 
make of you.”

“Thanks, Mr. Smithers.”
 “I’ve got a private elevator if  you’re going down-

stairs.” As Smithers spoke, the six drawers of the fil-
ing cabinet slid open, three going one way, three 
going the other, to reveal a brightly lighted cubicle 
behind.

Alex shook his head. “If it’s all the same to you,” 
he said,  “I’ll take the stairs.”

“Whatever you say, old boy. Just look after your-
self. And whatever you do,  don’t swallow the gum!”
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8
PassPorT ConTrol

Al e x h A d A w i n d o w  seat near the front of the 
plane. Troy was next to him with Carver on her other 
side, next to the aisle. Just a family on holiday (on va-
cation, he reminded himself). Troy was reading a 
magazine. Carver had a film script. He was meant to 
be a producer and had spent the journey making notes 
in the margin, just in case anyone happened to be 
looking. Alex was playing with a Game Boy Advance. 
He wondered about that. Troy had given it to him just 
before  they’d left Miami. It had been very casual, 
standing in the departure lounge.

“Here, Alex,” she had said. “Something to keep 
you busy on the plane.”

Alex was suspicious. He remembered that the last 
time he had held a Game Boy, it had been filled with 
gadgets invented by Smithers at MI6. But as far as he 
could tell, this one was completely ordinary. At least, 
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 he’d gotten to level five of Zelda and so far it  hadn’t 
exploded in his hands.

He looked out. They had been in the air for about 
an hour. It was their second flight of the day. They 
had already flown from Miami to Kingston, Jamaica, 
and had caught the next plane there. They had been 
given the sort of snack that people expect, but never 
enjoy, on a plane. A sandwich, a small square of cake, 
and a plastic cup of water. Now the stewardesses re-
turned, hastily collecting the trays. 

“This is your captain speaking. Please fasten your 
seat belts and return your seats to the upright posi-
tion. We will be landing shortly. . . .”

Alex looked out the window. The sea was an ex-
traordinary shade of turquoise. It  didn’t look like wa-
ter at all. Then the plane dipped and suddenly he saw 
the island. Both islands. Cuba itself was to the north. 
Skeleton Key was below it. There  wasn’t a cloud in 
the sky and for a moment the landmass was perfectly 
clear, laid out as though on the surface of the world, 
two patches of emerald green with a coastline that 
seemed to shimmer an electric blue.

The plane tilted. The islands disappeared and the 
next time Alex saw them, the plane was coming in low, 
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rushing toward a runway that seemed almost un-
reachable, hemmed in by offices and hotels and roads 
and palm trees. There was a control tower, ugly and 
misshapen, and a  low- rise terminal made of concrete 
and glass. Two more planes, already on the ground, 
were surrounded by service trucks. There was a jolt 
as the back wheels came into contact with the tarmac. 
They were down.

Alex unclipped his seat belt.
“Wait a minute, Alex,” Troy said. “The seat belt 

light is still on.”
He knew she was only pretending. She was a 

mother, worried that her son might fall out of his seat 
if the plane stopped suddenly. He nodded and sat 
back.

Things had changed since the events in Miami. As 
far as Carver was concerned, Alex was an equal. Even 
Troy now treated him with a certain respect. But at the 
same time, he had to admit that the two CIA agents 
were uncomfortable with him and he wondered if he 
 hadn’t dented their professional pride. He was four-
teen and he was En glish. And yet if it  hadn’t been for 
him, this mission would have been over before it had 
even begun. They still insisted that he had blown up 
Mayfair Lady, killing everyone on board, and even 
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Alex was finding it hard to disagree. It was true that 
he had set fire to the gasoline. What other reason 
could there have been for the explosion that followed?

He tried to put it all out of his mind. The plane 
had come to a halt and everyone stood up, fighting 
in the cramped compartment for the overhead lock-
ers. As Alex reached up for his own travel bag, the 
Game Boy almost fell out of his grip. Troy’s head 
snapped around. Alex saw a flash of alarm in her eyes. 
“Be careful with that!” she said.

So he was right. There was something hidden in-
side the Game Boy. It was typical of Belinda Troy to 
want to keep him in the dark. But that  hadn’t stopped 
her from asking him to carry it.

It was midday, the worst time to arrive. As they 
came out of the plane, Alex felt the heat reflecting off 
the tarmac. It was hard to breathe. The air was heavy 
and smelled of diesel. He was sweating before he had 
even reached the bottom of the steps, and the arrivals 
lounge offered no relief. The  air- conditioning was 
broken and Alex soon found himself trapped in a con-
fined space with two or three hundred people and no 
windows. The terminal was more like a large shed 
than a modern airport building. The walls were a 
drab, olive green, decorated with faded posters of the 
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island that looked twenty years out of date. The pas-
sengers from Alex’s flight had caught up with pas-
sengers still being processed from the flight before, 
and the result was a large, shapeless crowd of people 
and hand baggage, shuffling slowly forward toward 
three uniformed immigration officials in glass cab-
ins. There were no lines. As each passport was 
stamped and one more person was allowed in, the 
crowd simply pressed forward, oozing through the 
security controls.

An hour later, Alex was still there. He was dirty 
and crumpled and he had a raging thirst. He looked 
to one side where a couple of old, splintered doors led 
into men’s and women’s toilets. There might be a 
faucet inside, but would the water even be drinkable?

A guard dressed in a brown shirt and trousers 
stood watching, leaning against the wall beside a 
 floor- to- ceiling mirror, a machine gun cradled in his 
arms. Alex wanted to stretch his arms but he was too 
hemmed in. An old woman with gray hair and a sag-
ging face was standing right next to him. She smelled 
of cheap perfume. As he half turned, he found himself 
almost embraced by her and recoiled, unable to hide 
his disgust. He glanced up and saw that there was a 
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single security camera set in the ceiling. He remem-
bered how worried Joe Byrne had been about security 
at Santiago Airport. But it seemed to Alex that just 
about anyone could have walked in and gone unno-
ticed. The guard looked bored and half-asleep. The 
camera was probably out of focus.

At last they reached passport control. The official 
behind the glass window was young, with black, 
greasy hair and glasses. Carver slid three passports 
and three completed immigration forms through. The 
official opened them.

 “Don’t fidget, Alex,” Troy said.  “We’ll be through 
in a minute.”

“Sure, Mom.”
The passport man looked up at them. His eyes 

showed no welcome at all. “Mr. Gardiner? What is 
the purpose of your visit to Cayo Esqueleto?” he de-
manded.

“Vacation,” Carver replied.
The man’s eyes flickered briefly over the passports 

and then at the people to whom they belonged. He slid 
them under a scanner, yawning at the same time. The 
guard Alex had noticed was nowhere near. He was 
gazing out the window, watching the planes.
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“Where do you live?” the official asked.
“West Hollywood.” Carver smiled. “I’m in the 

movie business.”
“And your wife?”
“I  don’t work,” Troy said.
The official had come to Alex’s passport. He 

opened it and checked the picture against the boy who 
stood in front of him. “Alex Gardiner,” he said.

“How are you?” Alex said, hoping his accent 
sounded authentic to this man.

“This is your first trip to Cayo Esqueleto?”
“Yeah. But I hope it  won’t be my last.”
The passport official stared at him, his eyes mag-

nified by the glasses. He seemed completely uninter-
ested. “What hotel are you staying at?” he asked.

“The Valencia,” Carver said quietly. He had al-
ready written the name on the three immigration 
forms.

Another pause. Then the official picked up a 
stamp and brought it crashing down three times. 
Three gunshots in the confined space of the kiosk. He 
handed back the passports. “Enjoy your visit to Cayo 
Esqueleto.”

Alex and the two CIA agents passed through the 
immigration room and into the luggage hall, where 
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their suitcases were already waiting, circling endlessly 
on an old, creaking conveyor belt. And that was it, 
Alex thought. It  couldn’t have been easier! All that fuss 
and he  hadn’t even been needed in the first place.

He picked up his suitcase.
At the same time, although he was unaware of it, 

his picture and passport details were already being 
transmitted to the police headquarters in Havana, 
Cuba, along with those of Carver and Troy. The “fam-
ily” had actually been photographed three times. Once 
by the overhead camera that Alex had seen in the ar-
rivals lounge, but which was far more sophisticated 
than he would have believed. As  old- fashioned as it 
looked, it could zoom in on the hole in a man’s but-
ton or a single word written in a diary and blow it up 
fifty times if needed. He had been photographed a 
second time by a camera behind the  one- way mirror 
next to the toilets. And finally, a front profile  close- up 
shot had been taken by a camera concealed in a 
brooch worn by an old lady who smelled of cheap per-
fume and who had not in fact arrived on a plane, but 
who was always there, mingling with the new arrivals, 
moving in on anyone who had aroused the suspicions 
of the people for whom she worked. The immigration 
forms that Carver had filled in were also on their way, 
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sealed now in a plastic bag. His answers to the stan-
dard questions mattered less to the authorities than 
the forms themselves. The paper had been specially 
formulated to record fingerprints, and in less than an 
hour these would be digitally scanned and checked 
against a huge database in the same police building.

The invisible machine that operated in the airport 
at Santiago had been focused on Carver and Troy be-
fore they had even arrived. They were American. They 
had said they were on vacation, and their luggage 
(which had, of course, been searched before it went 
onto the plane) contained the sunscreen, beach tow-
els, and basic medicines that you would expect an or-
dinary American family to pack. The labels on their 
clothes showed that they had all been bought in Los 
Angeles. But a single receipt tucked into the top 
pocket of one of Carver’s shirts had told another 
story. He had recently bought a book from a shop in 
Langley, Virginia. Langley is home to the CIA head-
quarters. That little scrap of paper had been enough 
to set the alarm bells ringing. This was the result.

The officer in charge of security at the airport was 
watching them carefully. He sat in a small, window-
less office and their images were right in front of him, 
on a bank of television screens. He watched as they 
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continued out of baggage claim and into the arrivals 
hall. His finger hovered briefly beside a red button on 
the side of his console. It still  wasn’t too late. He 
could pull them back in before they had reached the 
taxi stand. There were plenty of cells buried deep in 
the basement. And when normal questioning failed, 
there were always drugs.

And yet . . .
The head of security, whose name was Rodriguez, 

was good at his job. He had interrogated so many 
American spies that he boasted that he could recog-
nize one at a hundred yards. He had spotted “Mr. and 
Mrs. Gardiner” before they had even crossed the run-
way and had sent out his  second- in- command to take 
a closer look. This was the  bored- looking guard Alex 
had seen.

But this time, Rodriguez  wasn’t sure—and he 
 couldn’t afford to make mistakes. After all, Cayo Es-
queleto needed its tourists. It needed the money that 
tourism brought. He might have his suspicions about 
the two adults, but they were two adults traveling with 
a child. He had overheard the brief conversation be-
tween Alex and the passport official. There were mi-
crophones concealed throughout the immigration 
hall. How old was the boy? Fourteen? Fifteen? Just 
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another American kid being given two weeks on the 
beach.

Rodriguez made up his mind. He lifted his hand 
away from the alarm button. It was better to avoid the 
bad publicity. He watched the family disappear into 
the crowd.

Even so, the authorities would keep an eye on 
them. Later that day, just to be on the safe side, he 
would compile a report that would be sent along with 
the photographs and fingerprints to the local police. 
A copy would also be forwarded to the very impor-
tant gentleman who lived in the Casa de Oro. And 
maybe someone would be sent to the Hotel Valencia 
to keep a close eye on the new arrivals.

Rodriguez settled in his chair and lighted a ciga-
rette. Another plane had landed. He leaned forward 
and began to examine the arriving crowd.

The Valencia was such an amazing hotel that Alex 
 wouldn’t have been surprised to see a stay there of-
fered as a prize on a TV game show. It was tucked 
away in a  crescent- shaped cove with miniature villas 
spread out along the beach and a  low- rise reception 
area almost lost in a miniature jungle of exotic shrubs 
and flowers. There was a  doughnut- shaped swimming 
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pool with a bar in the inner ring and stools poking 
up just above the level of the water. The whole place 
seemed to be asleep. This was certainly true of the few 
guests Alex could see, lying motionless on sun beds.

Alex and his “parents” shared a villa with two bed-
rooms and a veranda, sheltered from the sun by a 
sloping straw roof. Outside stood a clump of palm 
trees, white sand, then the impossible blue of the 
Caribbean. Alex sat down briefly on his bed. It was 
covered with a single white sheet. A fan turned slowly 
in the ceiling. A brilliant green-and-yellow bird 
perched briefly on his windowsill, then flew off toward 
the sea as though inviting him.

“Can I go for a swim?” he asked. He  wouldn’t 
normally have asked their permission, but he figured 
it probably suited his role.

“Sure, honey!” Troy was unpacking. She had al-
ready warned Alex that he would have to stay in char-
acter whenever they were in the room. The hotel 
might well be bugged. “But you be careful!”

Alex changed into his trunks and ran across the 
sand into the sea.

The water was perfect: warm and crystal clear. 
There were no pebbles, only the softest carpet of sand. 
Tiny fish swam all around him, scattering instantly 
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when he stretched out his hand. For the first time in 
his life, Alex was glad he had met Alan Blunt. This was 
certainly better than hanging out in West London. For 
once, things seemed to be going his way.

Afterward, he climbed into a hammock stretched 
out between two trees and relaxed. It was about half 
past four and the afternoon felt as hot as it had been 
when  they’d arrived. A waiter approached and Alex 
asked for a lemonade, charging it to his room. His 
mom and dad could pay.

Mom and Dad.
As he swung gently from side to side with the wa-

ter trickling through his hair and drying on his chest, 
Alex wondered what his real parents would have been 
like if they  hadn’t both died in a plane crash soon after 
he was born. What would it have been like for him, 
growing up in an ordinary home, with a mother to run 
to when he was hurt? And a father to fight with, to 
borrow money from, or sometimes to avoid? Would 
it have made him any different? He would never have 
been sent to live with his uncle, Ian Rider. He would 
have been an ordinary schoolboy, worrying about ex-
ams . . . not spies and salesmen and bombs on boats. 
He might be a softer person. Happier.  He’d probably 
have more friends. These were thoughts Alex usually 
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fought back, but for some reason, today, he gave in to 
them as he lay there, on his own in the Caribbean sun.

He stayed where he was until his hair was dry and 
he knew it was time to get out of the sun. Carver and 
Troy  hadn’t come out to find him and he suspected 
they were busy with their own affairs. He was still sure 
there were a lot of things they  weren’t telling him. He 
remembered the Game Boy. They had mentioned it 
only at the very last minute, just as they were about to 
get onto the plane. Could it be that they had wanted 
him to carry it onto the island, knowing that a 
 fourteen- year- old would have less chance of being 
searched?

Alex rolled out of the hammock and walked the 
short distance back to his room. He still had the Game 
Boy in his hand luggage. Troy  hadn’t asked for it back. 
He took it out and examined it again. There seemed 
to be nothing out of the ordinary. It was bright blue 
with the single game, The Legend of Zelda, lodged 
in the back. Alex weighed it in his hands. As far as he 
could tell, it  wasn’t any heavier or lighter than it 
should have been.

Then he remembered. The Game Boy he had once 
been given by MI6 had been activated by pressing the 
plAy button three times. Perhaps this model would 
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work the same way. Alex turned it over and pressed 
the button. Once, twice, a third time. Nothing hap-
pened. He gazed for a moment at the blank screen, 
annoyed with himself. He was wrong. It was just a 
game, given to him to keep him quiet on the plane. It 
was time to get dressed. He put the Game Boy on the 
bedside table and stood up.

The Game Boy squawked.
Alex snapped around, recognizing the sound with-

out yet knowing what it was. The Game Boy was still 
squawking, a strange, metallic, rattling sound. At the 
same time, the screen had come suddenly to life. It 
was pulsating in green and white. What did it mean? 
He picked up the machine again. At once, the noise 
died away and the lights in the screen faded out. He 
moved the Game Boy back toward the bedside table. 
It burst back to life.

Alex looked at the bedside table. There was noth-
ing on it apart from an  old- fashioned alarm clock, 
supplied by the hotel. He opened the drawer. There 
was a Bible inside with the text printed in Spanish and 
English. Nothing else. So what was causing the Game 
Boy to act this way? He swung it away. It became  
silent. He moved it back to the table. It started again.

The clock . . .
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Alex looked more closely at the dial. The clock had 
a luminous face. He pressed the Game Boy right up 
against the glass and the squawking was suddenly 
louder than ever. Suddenly Alex understood. The 
numbers on the clock face were very faintly radioac-
tive. That was what the Game Boy was picking up.

The Game Boy concealed a Geiger counter. Alex 
smiled grimly. What did it mean? Carver and Troy 
 weren’t on the island for a simple surveillance opera-
tion. He had been right. Both Blunt in London and 
Byrne in Miami had been lying to him from the very 
start. Alex knew that he was sitting only a few miles 
south of Cuba. Something he had learned in history 
came to his mind. Cuba. The 1960s. The Cuban mis-
sile crisis. Nuclear weapons trained on America . . .

He still  couldn’t be certain. He might be jumping 
to conclusions. But the fact was, the CIA had smug-
gled a Geiger counter into Skeleton Key, and as crazy 
as it sounded, there could be only one reason why they 
wanted it.

They were looking for a nuclear bomb.
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