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For James Noble


CHAPTER ONE

TIME LEFT BEFORE DETONATION: 00:01:23

Zak Archer was finding it difficult to hold the little torch steady between his teeth while he worked on the bomb. The room was in darkness, apart from the small wavering pool of white light, and he needed both hands free to very gently remove the last screw from the casing and lift the curved metal hatch in order to reveal the tangle of wires within.

He tried desperately to remember everything he had been taught in Project 17’s Explosive Ordnance Disposal classes.

This was one time when his special abilities were useless to him. Being able to run like the wind wasn’t going to help him in this situation. What was needed here was focus and caution and pinpoint accuracy.

One careless moment, one jittery move, and it would all be over.

The bomb was packed inside a plastic box. Zak had already checked for booby-trap wires on the lid and for the telltale signs that the bomb was radio-controlled. If the trigger was a mobile phone, the device could go off in his face at any moment.

His hands shook and his head throbbed. His body prickled uncomfortably and his heart was pounding so loudly that it felt as if he had a drum under his ribcage.

Cautiously, he removed the hatch from the casing and checked for sensors.

There was a trembler attached to the inside of the casing. If he’d tried to move the bomb, the trembler would have set it off.

His hair was hanging damply in his eyes and he had to keep blinking to clear his vision of stinging sweat.

He glanced at the digital countdown. 00:01:02.

If this were a movie, he’d be choosing between the red and the green wires. Which to cut? Red? No! Green? No . . . wait . . .

Except that all the wires in the bomb were yellow.

Using the tip of his tongue, Zak angled the torch beam to one side.

Gotcha!

He could see the battery pack in its TPU casing: the heart and brain of the bomb.

He lifted a shaking hand and slid his fingers in through the yellow wires.

The trembler wire quivered.

Stop.

Breathe. Calm down. Forget the cramp growing in your legs. Forget the countdown.

His hand slid deeper into the device, brushing past the wires.

He stopped breathing. The blood surged through his head, making it hard to concentrate.

His fingertips reached the micro-plug in the battery.

He took it between the sides of his index and forefinger and gently eased it out.

It came loose and fell away.

The digital display stopped at 00:00:27.

Zak rocked back on his heels and let out a long whoop of breath.

Lights flickered on.

“Well done, Quicksilver.”

It was Colonel Hunter’s voice, coming over an intercom.

Zak spat the torch into his palm and stood up. His legs were still shaking, but all the worry and uncertainty had already drained away.

He gave a relieved smile as he gazed across the room to the mirror that almost filled one wall. In the reflection, he could see the various items of training and fitness equipment that surrounded him.

There was a room behind the mirror, and in that room he knew there were a group of people who had been watching him work on the bomb.

“How did I do?” he called.

“You’ll get your official assessment in due course,” came the Colonel’s disembodied voice. “But you haven’t finished yet.”

The door opened and Dr Jackson entered, followed by a few other white-coats. One of them scuttled over to the bomb, peered into it and scribbled some notes on a clipboard.

“Good morning, Quicksilver,” said Dr Jackson, blinking at Zak from behind his thick horn-rimmed glasses. He gestured across the room. “The treadmill, if you don’t mind.”

Zak didn’t mind at all. Trying to defuse a dummy bomb in front of a whole lot of hidden observers had been nerve-wracking, but running a few kilometres on a treadmill would be fun. It would also help release the energy that he’d built up over the past few hours while he’d been reading and re-reading his bomb disposal notes.

A couple of the white-coats attached sticky monitor pads to Zak’s chest, back and temples and fed thin wires into various electronic devices set up by the treadmill.

“We’ll start easy, then see how it goes,” said Dr Jackson as Zak climbed onto the treadmill.

“Fine with me.” Zak glanced again at the long mirror. He didn’t know exactly who was behind there, apart from Colonel Hunter, but he was aware that they were VIPs and he was determined to give them a good show.

Dr Jackson set the speed of the treadmill and the black conveyer belt began to move. Zak jogged along. The pace was way too easy. He was never going to burn off any energy at this rate.

Dr Jackson increased the speed slightly. Zak ran along, putting his hands into his pockets and yawning. He saw one or two of the white-coats grinning.

“Are we starting the test soon?” Zak asked with a wry smile.

Dr Jackson pressed some buttons and the treadmill began to move faster.

“Subject is now running at ten kilometres an hour,” Dr Jackson said, speaking to the watchers behind the window. “I have him on an incline of twelve per cent. His heart rate is at the level one would expect from this degree of exertion. All stress monitors are showing reactions that fall within usual parameters.”

“Boring!” Zak said with a grin. “Crank it up a bit more, doc, I’m falling asleep here!” He was really beginning to enjoy himself. “Kidding!” he added. He didn’t want Colonel Hunter to think he was getting big-headed.

Dr Jackson punched a few more buttons. The belt was whipping away beneath Zak’s feet now. His hands were out of his pockets, the lazy grin gone from his face as his arms pumped at his sides.

“Subject now running at twenty kilometres per hour,” Dr Jackson said, his eyes on the treadmill’s display screen. “Heart rate rising.”

Zak ran, staring straight ahead, ignoring everything around him. He was close to his special place. He was nearly in the zone – that point where the gears in his head and body seemed to mesh and running became effortless.

Zak was so focused on his running he was only vaguely aware of Dr Jackson’s voice now. “This is where it starts to get interesting,” Dr Jackson was saying. “Watch your monitors, ladies and gentlemen. You will see that the heart rate has settled to a lower level than previously, and you will also see how the imbalance in the subject’s adrenal gland is showing as increased activity in the hypothalamus. But note also that the increase in adrenaline is not causing the normal rise in blood pressure, nor the expected vascular constriction.”

Dr Jackson tapped the buttons again and the belt was really flying. Zak was in the zone, sprinting at full speed, breathing steadily. His legs were working like pistons, his arms swinging smoothly at his sides as he breathed calmly in and out. He felt tireless and elated. He felt as if he could carry on doing this for the rest of the day.

“Subject is running at forty kilometres per hour,” said Dr Jackson. “And this is where things really begin to get strange.”

Zak grinned.

Effortlessly in the zone.

On the other side of the long two-way mirror, a row of chairs faced into the large training room where Zak was being put through his paces. Clamped to the arm of each chair was a tablet computer displaying the data being produced by Dr Jackson’s diagnostic devices.

“Dealing with the bomb proves the boy is capable of the intelligent and skilled application of learned techniques,” said a severe-looking but attractive woman in her forties. She looked at Colonel Hunter. “But that’s not what we’re here for, is it?” She was Colonel Pearce, head of the MI5 department that worked out of Citadel, one of the four subterranean secret services bases that existed under London: Fortress, Rampart, Bastion and Citadel.

“Not entirely,” replied Colonel Hunter. “I thought it would be useful for you to see that he’s capable of using his brain, as well as being gifted in other ways.”

“I can see what you mean,” said an elderly man with white hair and a neat beard. Major Connolly, head of Rampart, leaned forwards, staring through the mirror. “He’s a remarkable child.”

Lieutenant Colonel McDermott, head of Bastion, was a short, stocky man with a face like a bulldog. “Do you have any more like him hidden away, Colonel?” he growled.

Colonel Hunter gave a quiet smile. “Quicksilver is a one-off, as far as we know,” he said. “Dr Jackson tells us his abilities come from a glandular imbalance. Normally, the amount of adrenaline his body releases would be dangerous, but somehow he absorbs it and uses it to his advantage. Dr Jackson says he’s never seen anything like it before.”

“I can believe that,” said Isadora Reed, an American woman wearing a smart and expensive business suit. “He’s quite the athlete.” Her face was tanned and her voice had the sharp tone of someone used to being obeyed. “But does he have any other tricks up his sleeve, Peter?”

“Possibly,” said the Colonel. “That’s something Dr Jackson is trying to find out.”

“For what length of time can the boy run at forty kilometres per hour?” asked Lieutenant Colonel McDermott.

“I don’t believe he’s been tested to his limit,” said Colonel Hunter. “We’re moving forwards carefully with him. The last thing we want to do is to burn him out or cause him some permanent injury.”

“No,” said the American woman. “I can see how you’d want to preserve such a precious asset, Peter.” She leaned back, crossing her legs, her eyes narrowing as she watched Zak running in the other room. “He’s an extraordinary piece of equipment. Would you consider loaning him out? There are some tests we could do back in Washington that would certainly reveal his potential.”

“Not at the moment,” Mr Mallin, Personal Private Secretary to the Home Secretary, broke in. He was the youngest man in the room, somewhere in his thirties, tall and pale and wearing a pinstriped suit. He gave Isadora Reed a thin smile. “We’d like to know a lot more about him before we allow the FBI to get their hands on him.”

Isadora Reed laughed. “You can’t blame a girl for trying, John,” she said casually. She looked at Colonel Hunter. “The Project 17 report on Operation Burning Sky says he showed impressive strength at one point. But it was a little vague on the details. What happened, Peter?”

“The Burning Sky device had been fixed to a brick wall with six ten-millimetre coach bolts,” Colonel Hunter explained. “A fully grown man would have needed a crowbar and a lot of muscle to get it loose. From his report, it seems that Quicksilver pulled it off the wall with his bare hands in about fifteen seconds.”

“Impressive,” said Colonel Pearce. “And have you replicated this feat of strength, to see if he can repeat it at will?”

“Not yet,” said the Colonel. “Quicksilver cut his hands quite badly when he did it, and we’ve been waiting for his injuries to heal completely.”

Isadora Reed tapped her nails on the arm of her chair, watching Zak closely. “You seem to have a real super-agent here, Peter,” she said quietly. “Are we going to see some tests of his strength today?”

“That’s the plan,” replied Colonel Hunter. He pressed a button on his computer. “Dr Jackson? Move it along, please.” He nodded towards the treadmill, where Zak was still sprinting. “Watch closely,” he said, leaning back. “This could be very interesting.”

“Hey! I was enjoying that!” Zak said as Dr Jackson tapped out a command on the treadmill console and the belt began to slow down. “I could have carried on all day.”

“I think that’s probably a good reason to stop,” said Dr Jackson. “I’d like to test you on some other equipment now, Quicksilver.”

“Fine,” said Zak, jumping off the belt. “Whatever you say.”

Zak’s confidence had come a long way since Colonel Hunter had first suggested he might have the ability to become a Project 17 agent. Several months and a whole lot of physical and academic training later, Zak was beginning to feel as if he could handle anything the Colonel threw at him. Okay, so he’d sweated over that bomb, but he’d defused it safely with almost half a minute to spare.

Dr Jackson led him over to one of the weight machines, a heavy-duty piece of equipment with a leather seat and a lot of tubular steel attachments. Zak’s fellow agent, Jackhammer, spent a lot of time on this machine, pumping his muscles till you could almost have painted him green and called him the Hulk. Zak wasn’t as muscular as Jackhammer, but he was looking forward to testing himself on this particular piece of equipment.

Ripping the Burning Sky device off the wall had been totally amazing. He still couldn’t quite believe he’d done it. All that strength – out of nowhere! If Colonel Hunter hadn’t insisted he take time to recover, he’d already have given some of these machines a good workout, just to prove to himself it hadn’t been a one-off.

“This machine comes with two levels of pulleys, pec fly, leg extension and curl,” Dr Jackson said, talking to the watchers again. “It’s capable of working all the major muscle groups and includes a weight stack that can generate over fifty kilos of resistance in certain exercises.” He looked at Zak. “We’ll start you off easy,” he said. “Don’t try to go beyond your natural limits.”

Zak climbed onto the seat. “What would you like me to do first?” he asked, settling down.

“I think we’ll start with the upper body,” said Dr Jackson as the other white-coats gathered around.

“Okay, ready or not, here I go.” Zak reached up and grabbed the rubber handles that were suspended from the steel frame above his head.

The running thing came so naturally to him that it didn’t seem all that special – but summoning super-strength at will, that would really be something to feel proud of. He hoped he could do it. He didn’t want to fail in front of Colonel Hunter and the others behind the mirror.

“Okay, Quicksilver, I think that will do for today,” said Dr Jackson.

Zak had no idea how much time had passed. He felt as if he’d been on that machine for hours.

Super-strength? Super-loser, more like.

The workout had been a total disaster.

Well, no, not a total disaster, but he could tell Dr Jackson was disappointed in his performance. As he’d come to the limit of his capabilities in each different exercise, he’d heard Dr Jackson say something like, “Thank you, Quicksilver, that was good for a boy of your age. Shall we move on?”

In other words, he was doing fine, but there was nothing spectacular happening: no great surge of strength like he’d felt when he’d pulled the Burning Sky device off the wall; no rush of power; no moment when he felt that thing in his head that meant he was in the zone.

Colonel Hunter’s voice came over the intercom. “Go and take a shower, Quicksilver,” he said. “Report to my office in thirty minutes.”

Exhausted and deflated, Zak wandered to the showers. He let the hot water beat into his face. He’d failed. The strength thing must have been a one-off fluke. He wasn’t so very special after all.

He was just some freak who could run fast.

Big deal.


CHAPTER TWO

“Can I try again?” Zak asked the Colonel the moment he entered his office. “I can do better than that, I know I can.”

Colonel Hunter and Dr Jackson were at a side table, leaning over a computer with a screen full of graphs and charts.

“Take a seat, Quicksilver,” said the Colonel, without looking around.

Zak sat, watching the two men as they spoke in low voices. Every so often Dr Jackson clicked the mouse to change the screen.

Zak had the definite feeling they were discussing his pathetic performance in the training room. No, ‘pathetic’ was too harsh – ordinary was probably a better word for it.

“I think I just had a bad day,” Zak said uneasily. “Maybe tomorrow . . .” His voice trailed off. He felt empty and disappointed.

“Thank you, doctor,” said Colonel Hunter, straightening up. “I’d like your full report on my desk by seventeen hundred hours today.”

“It’ll be there,” said Dr Jackson. He smiled reassuringly at Zak. “You gave us a lot of very useful data today, agent,” he said. “Don’t be too hard on yourself.”

Easy for you to say!

Dr Jackson left the office and Colonel Hunter sat down behind his desk. “Dr Jackson is right,” said the Colonel. “You shouldn’t expect too much of yourself.” He raised an eyebrow. “We don’t need you to be a superhero, Quicksilver.”

Zak sighed, not feeling much better. “I was really hoping to develop X-ray vision and the power of flight,” he joked in a flat voice.

A smile twitched the corner of Colonel Hunter’s mouth. “All in good time,” he replied. “For the moment, be content that the people who saw you today went away very impressed.”

“Who were they?” Zak asked.

“The heads of the other three special ops departments in the Underground,” Colonel Hunter replied. The Underground was the collective name of the four hidden MI5 divisions. “A representative of the Home Secretary, and a guest from the FBI.”

“The FBI?” repeated Zak, perking up. “From America?”

“Indeed,” said the Colonel. “All kinds of people are interested in you, Quicksilver.”

“Wow,” said Zak. “I wish I’d done better.”

Colonel Hunter ignored Zak’s comment. “Have your hands fully recovered?” he asked.

Zak showed his palms to the Colonel. The cuts and abrasions had healed well. There weren’t even any scars. “When superheroes rip metal apart with their bare hands in the movies, they don’t cut themselves to pieces,” said Zak. “Why is that?”

“Because it isn’t real,” replied the Colonel. “Don’t start confusing fact with science fiction, Quicksilver. You have unique abilities. And in time, I’m sure you’ll discover a lot more about them.”

“But not today,” said Zak.

“No, not today.” Colonel Hunter smiled. “But I didn’t ask you here to discuss your performance,” he continued. “You’re here because I received a phone call this morning that I think will be of interest to you.”

Zak frowned at him. A phone call? Who would be calling him here? Who outside Fortress even knew Project 17 existed, far less had its phone number?

“When you left the children’s home, we gave the local council a contact number for you,” Colonel Hunter explained. “It was one of your old residential care workers who got in touch.”

“Oh.” That was unexpected. Since leaving the children’s home, Zak had had virtually no contact with the people in Robert Wyatt House. At first he had been too busy – overwhelmed by the workload that was generated by his new life. And it wasn’t as if he could stroll over there and tell them the truth about what he was doing anyway. Then, as weeks stretched into months, he began to lose any desire to return. Fortress was his home now, and his fellow Project 17 agents were his friends and family. He’d moved on.

“They have received a package addressed to you,” said the Colonel. “Normally, I’d have asked them to forward it to the postbox we use for such things, but I thought perhaps in this case you’d like to go and pick it up in person. It would give you the chance to see some of your old friends – I know you haven’t had much time to do that since you’ve been with Project 17.”

“Oh. Yes. That would be great, thanks.” Zak was taken aback by the offer. He really had no idea how he’d feel about returning to the children’s home all these months later.

“You’re due some downtime, I believe,” said the Colonel. “You can go and pick up the package this afternoon, if you wish.”

Zak nodded.

“Dismissed,” said the Colonel.

Zak got up to leave.

“Stonewall Protocols, Quicksilver,” said the Colonel, as he headed for the door.

“Of course,” said Zak.

Stonewall Protocols: there is no such organization as Project 17. There is no such place as Fortress.

Colonel Hunter?

Never heard of him.

Zak sat on a bench in Jubilee Gardens, gazing out over the River Thames. To his left, the huge hoop of the London Eye was revolving slowly. Across the river the skyline of London was a confusion of glass and steel towers and ancient church spires.

The package was lying unopened on his lap. It was a padded white envelope, measuring about fifteen by twenty centimetres and probably three centimetres thick.

It was addressed to:

[image: image]

Zak was thinking about his brief visit to the children’s home. It had been a weird experience, like stepping back into someone else’s life. The place seemed to have shrunk in his absence. Had he lived here for four years? Really? He wasn’t that kid any more. Not by a long way.

Shrugging off his thoughts, he picked up the envelope and ripped the end open. Inside were a small mobile phone and a photograph. He shook them into his hand.

A sensation like an
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