CODE NAME SARA GRAY
Prologue

As a cold wind whips rain into his eyes, the boy bows his head, plants his feet surely and forces himself to keep running.

The race had begun, almost twenty minutes ago, in the main street of the village. As they’d stood shivering in the rain, their breath forming clouds, some of his school mates had complained about the distance or the weather, while others were already boasting about how many seconds they would cut off the previous year’s best time. Rather than telling the students to conserve their energy or stretch their muscles, the masters had encouraged the competition, even suggesting they’d placed bets on the outcome. 

Near the back of the pack, the boy had judged his chances of finishing in the top five as high — not bad, considering that, at sixteen, he is almost two years younger than the more experienced competitors.

As was the tradition, the students had waited until the village clock struck twelve. Then they’d set off at a sprint, the boys at the front jostling one another and yelling at the villagers, who scuttled out of their path. 

Lowering his eyes, the boy had watched his classmates’ shoes slap the cobbled street in front of him. He had thought only of his breathing, picturing the air spreading strength-giving oxygen through his body. As the cobbles gave way to the dirt road that had served the village for centuries, his competitors had begun to fall behind. The boy had stretched his long legs out in front of him, flying over the track. 

Since enrolling at the exclusive Welsh boarding school almost six months before, the boy had made a habit of walking through the Black Mountains each afternoon. On cold days, the only other occupants of the paths were mountain sheep, who slept under overhangs to protect themselves from the driving wind. These daily rambles had taught him how treacherous the paths could become, particularly during a heavy rain. 

As he’d begun to ascend the mountain, the marshy ground — black with peat — had pulled at his running shoes. Despite his fitness, his thighs had burned, no doubt due to a lack of sleep. He’d been so tired lately.

Now halfway up the mountain, the boy spots the red jersey of one of the leaders, who is picking his way through a precarious section of path. Seizing the opportunity, he grabs the outcrop beside him, using his hands and feet to spur him on, and passes the red-jerseyed runner less than a minute later, feeling a new burst of energy as he does so. 

As he clambers over a pile of moss-covered rocks, the boy sees the leader — the winner of the same race the previous year, and a Senior School student with a reputation for making life tough for ‘new recruits’. Ignoring the niggling suspicion that he should let the older boy win, he claws his way up the mountain path. Within a minute, the sound of his own rasping breath is drowned out by that of the race leader, then he passes him on the inside, feeling the older student’s fingers graze his wrist as he pushes himself on.

As he finally reaches the mountain’s peak, the sun makes a welcome appearance, bathing the coarse, tufted grass in golden light. The boy allows himself a look back at the trail of his classmates in their sodden, brightly coloured jerseys. Resisting the urge to whoop in triumph, he begins to half-sprint, half-shuffle down the opposite side of the mountain. 

He has reached the bottom of the path and is turning the corner, approaching the road, when he sees the cream Rolls Royce. Its rounded curves and large front end are a far cry from the four-wheel-drives that most of the students’ parents arrive in on visiting day.

Through the rain, the boy can make out the buildings of the village. Above the inn, with its picture of a white stag swinging in the wind, the village clock reads twelve twenty-eight. Even if he jogs the rest of the race, he will beat last year’s record. He imagines the scene: the unknown student returning as the conquering hero. He’s been forced to change schools so many times. Perhaps, at last, this could be his chance to fit in.

Altering his path in order to avoid splashing the car, the boy is surprised to see the door open. On the back seat sits a single figure. For a moment, he feels something like recognition. Then the air is filled with a high-pitched tone and his vision blurs, his shoes sink into the boggy path, his legs begin to buckle. 

He’s forced to extend a hand for support, and his fingers find those of the man in the car. As he is pulled inside the vehicle, he hears the man say, ‘It’s good to see you again,’ his raspy tone somehow cutting through the rain and the high-pitched whine of the transmitter he holds.

The boy wants to resist. He wants to rejoin the race. But he lacks the strength, or the willpower, to climb out of the vehicle. As the door closes behind him and the engine comes to life he whimpers softly, but he is already beginning to forget why he was running across the mountains in the first place. He cannot remember where he’s seen the man before, and feels the pain of frustration at his inability to recall something so important. 

As the car picks up speed, the man says, ‘We have a job for you, my boy.’ Between folds of white scar tissue, his blue eyes glimmer. 
The boy begins to remember things, each image fleeting and violent; each making him feel more … himself. Finally, his dizziness subsides, and he can sit up straight. ‘I am the Hunter,’ he says, with a confidence he hasn’t felt in months. 

Nodding in agreement, the Scarred Man says, ‘This will be a tough mission.’ Producing a sheet of paper from his black greatcoat, he hands it to the boy. ‘A true test of your abilities.’

Examining the sheet of paper, the boy memorises the face of his prey. ‘I will not fail you,’ he promises.

But the Scarred Man has already turned away, and is squinting against the sunlight, his cheeks trembling with the effort. From his silence, it is clear that he had never considered the possibility of failure.
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