
The Old Seafarers’ Legend

They say it can lure a 

child to a watery grave,

that it can strangle 

the breath from the 

strongest man. Some 

say it can persuade 

a stranger to tell his 

darkest secret.
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THE SUN FLICKERED ON THE OCEAN, cutting bright 

diamonds of light into the surface of the indigo water. A three-

year-old girl was peering over the side of a sailboat, staring down 

into the deep. The only sounds came from her parents’ laughter, 

the sing-song hum of a man’s voice and the clapping of the waves 

against the yacht. 

Gradually the sounds became less and less distinct until the 

girl was quite alone with the ocean. It seemed to be pulling her, 

drawing her to it… confi ding a secret, almost whispering to her. 

She barely felt herself fall as she tipped forward and slipped 

into the soft  ink of the sea. 

Down she twisted, her arms, her legs above her like tendrils. 

The water felt smooth and perfectly cold; fi sh darted and silver 

things whisked by – her breath bubbled up as transparent pearls. 

Then suddenly, like a snap of the fi ngers, all the fi sh were 

gone: it was just the girl in the big wide ocean. 

Coming up for air 
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But she wasn’t quite alone. 

There was something else. 

Something calling to her, but she couldn’t see what. It saw 

her though, with ancient eyes, unblinking as it steadily pulsed its 

way through the blue. Something with long, long snaking arms 

hovering between her and nothing. 

And then, vine-like, the thing coiled a limb round her ankle 

and tugged her fi rmly in the direction of infi nity. Down to who 

knew where?

Ooops, thought the child. And on she spun. Bubbles fi zzed 

about her and her head began to throb, her breath almost gone.

And then yank! Something grabbed her arm, someone 

grabbed her arm. The strangling-thing released her; suddenly 

she was coming up for air, breaking through the surface of the 

ocean. 

She found herself slapped mackerel-like onto the hot deck 

of the boat, coughing saltwater from her lungs. Her green eyes 

blinked open and she smiled up at two troubled faces. She felt 

the water dribble from her ears, and heard the sound of the gulls 

screaming in the sky above.
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WHEN RUBY REDFORT WAS FOUR, she noticed something 

unnoticeable while reading the back of the Choco Puffl  e packet. 

What looked like a word-search game to every other breakfast-

eating kid, she could see at a glance was in fact some kind of 

message – a code. 

It took Ruby fi ve days and seven helpings of Choco Puffl  es 

to puzzle it out, and when she had, this is what she read.

Fill in this coupon and win a lifetime supply 

of Choco Puffl es. Entry address can be found 

somewhere on this packet. WARNING: you will 

have to search long and hard to fi nd it.

Ruby found the address in thirty-two seconds, cut out the 

coupon on the side of the box, fi lled in her name and address, 

popped it in an envelope and asked her father to mail it.

An Ordinary Kid

RR2_int_UKhb_432.indb   10RR2_int_UKhb_432.indb   10 12/09/2012   11:1612/09/2012   11:16



He forgot.

Ruby discovered this thirteen and three-quarter months 

later when she was searching her dad’s pockets for confi scated 

Hubble-Yum bubblegum. There, in his grey suit jacket, was 

the slightly batt ered envelope, addressed in her handwriting, 

stamp in the top right-hand corner. The deadline for entering 

the competition had long passed.

Ruby took the lett er up to her room and slipped it into the 

secret hiding place she had made within the doorframe of her 

bedroom. It was a shame about the lifetime supply of Choco 

Puffl  es; they were, aft er all, her favourite breakfast cereal.

Some several years later…
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Chapter 1.

Don’t back away or they will 

see you as prey

12

‘IT’S PERFECT WEATHER CONDITIONS FOR SHARKS,’ 

announced the dive instructor. ‘So don’t be surprised if you run 

into one or two – don’t go panicking or anything.’ 

Ruby Redfort spat in her diving mask and rubbed at the glass, 

rinsing it with seawater. Her fellow students were checking kit, 

zipping up their wetsuits and snapping on fl ippers. 

Ruby, a newly recruited Spectrum agent, was att ending a 

dive camp at a secluded location on one of Hawaii’s many islands. 

The dive master was an aff able sort; he had tutored so many 

agents during his years as an instructor that they all sort of 

merged into one, with the exception of Ruby.

Agent Redfort kind of stood out from the crowd.

A thirteen-year-old schoolgirl not even fi ve feet in fl ippers, 

sleek dark hair parted to one side, neatly secured with a barrett e 

above her right eye, it was hard to ignore her. Aside from anything 

else she was the only dive student here still att ending junior 
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high – everyone else had long since graduated school; everyone 

else was in full-time Spectrum employment. Ruby hadn’t even 

heard of Spectrum six weeks ago. 

This, in itself, wasn’t surprising. Not many people had heard 

of Spectrum. It was an organisation so secret that access to its 

headquarters could change from day to day, hour to hour. Once 

you exited, you could never be quite sure you would ever fi nd 

your way back: which was just the way Spectrum liked it. 

Spectrum – a spy agency set up to foil the plots and plans 

of evil geniuses capable of grand theft , extortion, fraud and 

murder – did not employ agents who were less than a hundred 

per cent smart and a hundred per cent discreet. As far as LB was 

concerned, ‘You mess up, you leave forever.’ 

LB – the big cheese, the top dog, the head honcho in charge 

of Spectrum 8 – was not big on second chances, so the odds of 

gett ing kicked out were high and Ruby would have lost her agent 

status almost before she’d begun if it hadn’t been for one thing: 

she was brilliant. 

Actually, brilliant was an understatement. Ruby Redfort was 

a genius: her speciality lay in puzzles and codes. In fact she had 

won the Junior Code-Cracker Championships when she was 

just seven, and the following year was off ered a place at Harvard 

University though she had turned it down fl at. She didn’t want 
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14 RU BY  R E DF O RT

to be regarded as some kind of geek freak.

It was because of this phenomenal skill at cracking codes 

that LB had recruited Ruby. The Spectrum 8 boss had no desire 

to employ a kid – kids could be trouble, LB knew that – but what 

choice did she have? Her ace code breaker, Lopez, had been 

murdered at the hand of Count von Viscount, a villain so dread 

that one shivered to speak his name. 

When one dared to speak his name at all. 

Ruby had fi rst encountered LB about a month ago, on her 

fi rst visit to the Spectrum offi  ces. The spy boss had been dressed 

entirely in white and sitt ing behind a huge desk that dominated 

an entirely white offi  ce; the red polish on her toenails being the 

only fl ash of colour in the room. At fi ft y-something she looked 

both beautiful and intimidating: one tough cookie. Ruby was 

a confi dent, somewhat fearless kid, but she instinctively knew 

that in LB she had met her match: an intelligent woman who did 

not suff er fools gladly. In fact did not suff er them at all. 

It was fair to say Ruby hadn’t exactly followed orders during 

the weeks spent working on her fi rst Spectrum assignment, but 

she had foiled the Fool’s Gold Gang and prevented Count von 

Viscount from stealing the priceless Jade Buddha of Khotan. 

It was for this reason that LB had granted Ruby Redfort 

a second chance, and for this reason that she was now being 
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15TA K E  YO U R  L A S T  B R E AT H

trained up at the Spectrum dive camp.

‘If you do come face to face with one of our ocean friends,’ 

continued the dive instructor, ‘then just stay where you are, don’t 

back away. If it comes toward you, then swim toward it. He’ll 

probably get the message.’

‘Oh yeah,’ said Ruby. ‘And what message is that?’

‘That you aren’t lunch – lunch usually swims in the other 

direction,’ said the dive instructor with a wink.

‘And what if this shark ain’t so smart?’ asked Ruby. ‘What 

then?’

‘Then,’ said the dive master, ‘it will probably try to explore 

you with its teeth – that’s how they check things out, only you 

don’t really want them to do so as it could mean waving bye-bye 

to an arm or a leg.’

‘Well, I kinda need my arms for waving – my legs sorta tend 

to come in handy too,’ said Ruby. 

‘So that’s why I suggest you swim with this stick.’ The 

instructor picked up a retractable aluminium pole. ‘If said shark 

gets too near, just prod him and he’ll most likely back off .’ 

‘And if he doesn’t?’ asked one of the other divers – a guy called 

Bosco. He was trying to sound casual, but you could tell the whole 

mentioning of sharks thing had him worried.

The dive master smiled. ‘Then try to look unappetising.’ 
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Ruby rolled her eyes.

‘Don’t you worry Redfort,’ said the instructor, chuckling. ‘It’s 

highly unlikely they’ll want to snack on you – far too small.’ 

‘On the other hand,’ said Kip Holbrook, another of Ruby’s 

fellow trainees, ‘maybe the kid’s the perfect bite-size portion.’

‘Funny, really funny,’ said Ruby. She pulled down her mask 

and fell backwards off  the boat. 

Ruby Redfort was not scared of sharks – not yet anyway.
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Chapter 2.

One drop could 

save your life

17

NOW, THERE ARE A FEW LOGISTICAL PROBLEMS involved 

in being a school kid secret agent, the most obvious one being: 

how to get enough time off  class to carry out your secret agenting 

missions. 

Not easy. But Ruby Redfort was a good persuader: she could 

convince most people of most things. She avoided ‘complete’ 

untruths if at all possible, preferring to steer clear of certain 

topics. Her tactic was to leave out various details, keep the picture 

blurry; this wasn’t so much lying as being economical with the 

facts. As far as this particular trip went, Ruby’s friends believed 

her to be on spring break family vacation. She hadn’t told them 

that she was with her family; she hadn’t told them she was on 

vacation; they had just put two and two together and come to 

this conclusion. 

As far as Ruby’s parents were concerned, Ruby was on a 

school dive trip: ‘An opportunity not to be missed,’ this was 
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18 RU BY  R E DF O RT

how Ruby had sold it to them. She had not actually told them 

that it was a school dive trip, but they had naturally made this 

assumption. 

RULE 65: PEOPLE BELIEVE WHAT THEY WANNA BELIEVE.

In other words if they expect you to be on a school dive trip 

then they’ll assume that that’s where you are. 

Ruby’s personal dive instructor was called Agent Kekoa. 

Ruby had never seen Kekoa in anything but swim gear or dive 

suits, and her hair – black, long and sleek – was always tied neatly 

back from her face in a practical way. 

Kekoa was the strong, silent type, not what you would on 

the whole call blabby; she only spoke if there was something she 

really needed to say. Perhaps this was a habit developed in the 

ocean where talking was not an option. Or perhaps she had found 

the career that perfectly suited a person who didn’t particularly 

need to ‘share’. 

Ruby on the other hand was indeed a talker – she oft en found 

it hard to keep her mouth shut and so to her, Agent Kekoa was 

a conundrum.

‘But what if I need to tell you something – urgently I mean?’ 

said Ruby.

‘Signal,’ replied Kekoa.

‘Yeah, but I mean how many signals are there?’ 
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‘Enough,’ said Kekoa.

‘But I mean what if I need to say something that there isn’t 

a signal for?’

‘Then keep it for later.’ 

‘So you’re saying there’s no gadget for underwater talking?’ 

‘There is,’ replied Kekoa, ‘but I don’t use it. Much bett er to 

listen with your ears, your eyes, your hands; use all your senses 

and keep your mouth shut. Just…’ Kekoa drew her fingers 

across her lips. Her meaning couldn’t have been clearer: keep it 

to yourself, zip it, or shut your cake hole, depending on how polite 

you thought she was being.

Ruby shrugged, put her breathing tube in her mouth and 

sank beneath the waves. Of course, Kekoa was right. Signals did 

the job fi ne – there was no need for words down here and Ruby, 

despite her talkative nature, enjoyed this watery universe full of 

sounds rather than voices.

As they swam deeper into the ocean, they saw some 

incredible marine life, passed cities of coral, met creatures that 

were beautiful, a few that were lethal and several that were both. 

Useful to know the diff erence, but the general rule seemed to be, 

don’t touch! A lot of these things could sting and some of these 

stings could kill.

If you were unfortunate enough to brush tentacles with 
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something unfriendly, then there was still hope. Each Spectrum 

agent was equipped with a tiny phial of anti-sting Miracle 

antidote, just enough to save a life if administered at once. It 

came in a litt le fl uorescent orange envelope bearing a tiny logo 

of a fl y, with a picture showing the canister att ached to the zip of 

a dive suit. It was very discreet and looked like it was just part 

of the design, a tag or something. 

The label said:

ANTIDOTE SERUM FOR SEVERE UNDERWATER STINGS

Administer fast for successful results. 

CONTAINS ONE DOSE.

Followed by the caution:

Attach canister to wetsuit zipper and 

DO NOT REMOVE.

Kekoa repeated this particular instruction more than once. ‘Keep 

it att ached to the zip on your dive suit and never be without it. 

These few drops could be the most important liquid you ever 

tasted. You understand?’ 

Ruby had nodded. She had no intention of lett ing go of the 
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21TA K E  YO U R  L A S T  B R E AT H

tiny life-saving tincture – why would she? Only a total bozo would 

deliberately part company with a piece of kit that could prevent 

his or her death. 

Once the dive basics had been mastered, Ruby picked up 

other skills. She learned how to navigate underwater, in daylight 

and in moonlight, and, fi nally, in pitch-dark swimming through 

underwater caves. It was here that Ruby came up against the one 

thing she was truly afraid of. 

Small confi ned spaces. Spaces that might be short on air. 

Spaces where you might fi nd yourself gasping for breath. Spaces 

where you were highly likely to die.

They brought on her deepest fear: her claustrophobia.

As Ruby discovered, claustrophobia made cave navigation 

particularly challenging. A large part of underwater caving was 

about discovering ways in: fi ssures in rocks that led to secret 

caves, to spaces inhabited only by sealife. Sometimes the rock 

entrance would appear impossibly small, but with a certain 

amount of contortion and expertise one could make it in and 

hopefully out. How to look for telltale signs of ways out was a key 

part of the training, for obvious reasons. Ruby had rarely been 

so grateful to learn anything before. 

The less time she had to spend in underwater caves, the 

bett er – in fact she wished quite fervently never to have to go in 
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one again.

It was a wish that wasn’t going to be granted.
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Chapter 3.

Plankton and 

sea cucumbers 

23

DURING DIVE TRAINING, Ruby was also given instruction 

in unarmed underwater combat. This was even harder than it 

might sound. Punching underwater  was a litt le like running in 

space. The trick seemed to be to disable your opponent by cutt ing 

off  their air supply, or releasing their dive weights. Kekoa was 

an expert: she was slight and she was fast and Ruby mastered 

dodges and grips and tackles.

Agent Kip Holbrook was Ruby’s in-training dive partner and 

the two of them spent a whole lot of time winding each other up.

‘Redfort, you call that a punch – I coulda sworn I just got 

patt ed on the nose by a plankton.’

‘Holbrook, you call that a nose – I coulda sworn I just spott ed 

a rare and ugly sea cucumber.’

They got along like a house on fi re.

Ruby particularly looked forward to mealtimes. Ruby Redfort 

might be shrimp size compared to the other trainee agents, but 
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24 RU BY  R E DF O RT

she’d always had a big appetite, and Spectrum camp food was 

surprisingly good. On the whole, she was having a prett y good 

time, her fellow trainees were a friendly bunch and hanging out 

on a Hawaiian island was no huge chore. Everything was swell. 

Well, except for Sergeant Cooper.

‘Redfort! Get your sorry behind out of that bunk before 

I inhale my next breath or tonight you and your bed ain’t even 

gonna make contact.’ 

This order – given every daybreak by the drill sergeant 

Sergeant Cooper, employed by Spectrum to ‘motivate’ – was 

beginning to wear.

Oh brother, thought Ruby. She was not a natural early bird, 

and so would reluctantly and with some eff ort drag herself from 

her uncomfortable bunk. More than once she had found herself 

scrubbing the bathroom fl oor with an orange toothbrush (her 

own) – punishment detail.

If Sergeant Cooper wasn’t impressed by Ruby’s time-keeping 

then her fl outing of the camp dress code really got him marching 

up and down. His least favourite item was a T-shirt printed with 

the words: could you repeat that? I wasn’t actually listening.

‘Redfort, how many times have I told you about that T-shirt 

of yours?’

‘I’m sorry Sergeant Cooper, I haven’t been counting, but I can 
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take a wild guess if it’s important to you.’

Sergeant Cooper was keen to put Ruby ‘back in her box’ 

whenever he got the chance. He was under the misguided 

impression that this hard-nut approach would instill respect in 

the kid. 

He was wrong about that.

One such time was when Ruby had done particularly badly 

in her free-dive training, free-diving being the art of swimming 

underwater unaided by any breathing apparatus. Ruby’s parents 

were big fans of free-diving; indeed, her father Brant had gone 

to Stanton University on a free-dive scholarship. 

In fact free-diving was how Ruby’s parents had met. Brant 

had been working with a famous Italian marine biologist, free- 

diving from his yacht off  the coast of Italy. Sabina had been 

sailing single-handed round the Mediterranean and had bumped 

into Brant while underwater. She was prett y good at holding her 

breath too, championship good. 

As a result, there wasn’t a lot that Ruby didn’t know about 

breath-hold diving, but for the life of her she just couldn’t begin 

to contemplate holding her breath for a whole lot longer than 

seemed entirely sensible. It went against everything that was 

natural and sane. Dive down 220 feet without oxygen? No thank 

you. It was a claustrophobic’s nightmare. The free-dive training 
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involved a lot of slow, rigorous preparation – years of it in fact. 

It was a diffi  cult and dangerous technique to master and Ruby 

wasn’t about to risk her life for something that seemed so wrong. 

Diving to great depths with scuba gear: no problem. Diving with 

just snorkel and fl ippers: a breeze. But ask her to hold her breath 

for more than one minute and one second? No way was she gonna 

do that. She didn’t have the lung capacity, and this combined 

with the darkness at great depth made her feel claustrophobic.

One Thursday she resurfaced just as Sergeant Cooper 

walked by. This chance encounter was not a good one. 

COOPER: ‘Well, well, well, look who it is, Agent Redfort 

coming up for air.’

REDFORT: ‘Jeepers, I should have stayed down a few minutes 

longer.’

COOPER: ‘I doubt that you are capable of that Redfort. I hear 

you can only make one minute, hardly a record.’

REDFORT: ‘If I’d known I was going to be coming face to 

face with a giant sea cucumber when I next took a lungful, 

I might have put some eff ort in.’

COOPER:  ‘You don’t know what effort is Redfort. Now, 

Bradley Baker, he really could hold his breath. Seven 

minutes I heard. Years and years of hard work and training.’

REDFORT: ‘No kidding. Were you standing there holding 
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the towel?’

COOPER:  ‘It would have been a privilege to hand that 

young man his towel. You should take note: Baker also 

started his Spectrum duty as a kid – younger’n you an’ 

smarter’n you too.’

REDFORT: ‘What? That’s meant to bug me?’

But of course, it did bug her. This Bradley Baker guy bugged 

the life out of her. Of course, he had long since grown up, become 

the most versatile agent Spectrum ever trained, loved and 

admired by all – the youngest, smartest agent Spectrum had 

ever hired, and no one was going to let her forget it. To make 

matt ers worse Bradley Baker had tragically met his end, dying 

in a plane crash in the line of duty, and so had died a hero’s death. 

If Bradley Baker’s ghost didn’t haunt Ruby, then his legendary 

status certainly did. 

Of course, no one got away with speaking to Sergeant Cooper 

this way and Ruby found herself scrubbing all the latrines in the 

camp for the following three days. Kip Holbrook, who despite all 

the constant metaphorical hair-pulling was actually a nice guy, 

was kind enough to wade in and help her out. He didn’t exactly 

know why but he found himself liking this kid from Twinford.

‘Can I give you some advice Redfort?’ he asked in the middle 

of day three’s latrine scrubbing. ‘You might wanna learn to 
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keep that mouth of yours shut, it gets you in some unsanitary 

situations.’

‘I can’t help saying what’s on my mind,’ replied Ruby, ‘it’s 

the way I am.’

‘Then buy yourself a pair of good rubber gloves because it 

looks like you’re going to be scrubbing latrines for many years 

to come,’ said Holbrook.

Having endured two weeks of what she saw as Drill Sergeant 

Cooper’s poor att itude, Ruby wasn’t exactly grief-stricken when 

one day she swam up through the clear ocean water to see a sign. 

Well, to Ruby Redfort it was a sign: to the mere mortal it 

was just a donut on a plate sprinkled with candy numbers. The 

numbers she recognised without rearranging them: they were 

all digits that together and in the right order made up one long 

familiar number. Without any hesitation she crammed the 

donut into her mouth and made her way hurriedly to the bank 

of telephones outside the canteen. 

One of the phone booths had a half-drunk milkshake 

balanced on top of the phone and next to it a stack of coins. Ruby 

picked up the receiver and dialled the number. The phone was 

answered on the third ring.

‘Double Donut, Marla speaking.’

‘Hey Marla, it’s Ruby.’
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‘Hang on, I’ll get him, he’s right here.’

One minute twenty seconds later a man’s voice came on 

the line.

‘Hello.’ 

‘What took you?’ Ruby said.

‘Kid, can’t a person eat a donut in his favourite diner without 

gett ing harassed?’

‘I believe you wanted me to contact you,’ said Ruby. 

‘Glad you can still read the signs,’ he said. ‘So how are the 

plankton?’

‘Oh, the plankton are OK, it’s the sea cucumbers I’m having 

trouble with.’ 

‘Sergeant Cooper?’

‘Uh huh.’

‘I gather he isn’t your biggest fan.’

‘I’m not too fond of him either.’

‘Well, this is your lucky day Redfort. Dive school is done with 

you and Twinford Junior High would like you back Monday at 

8am pronto. So slip out of your fl ippers, you’re on a plane back 

to Twinford in… oh, seventeen minutes.’

Ruby Redfort smiled, but before she hung up, she asked, 

‘So Hitch, why didn’t you just leave a message with the camp 

co-ordinator, like a normal person? It’s not like you’ve gott a be 
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covert about it; everyone knows you’re my sidekick.’

‘Kid, you can fool yourself that you have a sidekick, but 

you’ve got a long way to go before you’re going to fool me, LB or 

anyone else in Spectrum.’ 

‘OK man, I’m just kidding with you, I haven’t forgott en 

that you are Spectrum’s number one numero uno action agent – 

I was only asking. Why all the secrecy?’

‘Just keeping you sharp kid. Don’t want you gett ing sloppy.’

Ruby smiled. Yep, that was Hitch all right, one royal pain 

in the behind.
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