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CHAPTER ONE

HOLLYWOOD, CALIFORNIA.
FORTY-FIFTH DAY OF SHOOTING THE MOVIE ADRENALINE RUSH.
LOCATION OF SHOOT: BENEDICT CANYON.

“Action!”

Zak was jogging on the spot, loosening his limbs, getting his body ready. At the sound of the director’s voice, he snapped into focus and raced forwards. He ignored the camera operators and the swinging boom mikes and all the other people out of shot. He concentrated on the point where a narrow side street opened out to the long slope of the main road.

The bus would appear any moment now.

He could hear it coming – engine gunning, wheels on tarmac.

He was almost at his mark – the chalk line on the road that meant he was in view of the cameras.

The yellow school bus came barrelling down the hill, passing the end of the side street in a flash. Zak grinned, loving this. He leaned into his run, putting on a spurt of speed that took him into shot.

The bus was packed with seven-year-old kids. Zak could hear them yelling their heads off just like the director had told them to. “You’re really scared, okay? The bus driver has had a heart attack. The bus is running out of control. Plenty of yelling and screaming, guys.”

Zak hared out onto the main road, swerving to follow the careering bus. He saw panicky faces at the windows, fists beating on the glass, mouths stretched wide. The kids were really getting into it.

He’d been told to make it look good. Not too easy. To make it seem as if the bus was getting away from him. Don’t worry about facial expressions – if we get a good shot of your face, we’ll strip it out for the real actor in post-production.

Zak was just the stand-in, the stunt person. Because Zak could do the running for real. And that was what this action movie was all about – reality!

He slowed a little, letting the bus gain a lead on him. The director wanted effort and drama, and Zak was prepared to give it to him. After all, it wasn’t every day he got asked to appear in a Hollywood blockbuster.

The voice of Grayson Clarke, the director, sang out in his earpiece. “That’s great, Zak – now go for it.”

“On it!” Zak moved up a gear, chasing the bus for real now, seeing the kids’ faces staring out of the back window as he drew closer. Then he caught up and ran alongside the bus, spotting the cameras following the action out of the corner of his eye.

The door opposite the driver’s seat was open. He gave a final burst of speed.

This was the tricky bit. He had to reach for the rail and pull himself on board. He’d been practising for the last two days with some of the professional stunt men. If he got it wrong and fell on his face, not only would he feel like a total idiot, but they’d have to start the scene from scratch. The producer, Elton Dean, wouldn’t be happy. He was constantly marching around the set telling everyone that time was money.

Concentrate! Zak told himself. Get it right.

Zak snatched hold of the rail and boosted himself up onto the lowest step of the bus.

Perfect.

“That’s excellent, Zak!” Grayson Clarke’s voice was in his ear again. “Keep up the energy level. You’re doing fine work.”

“No problem,” Zak said, speaking into the tiny mike that was attached to the lapel of his leather jacket.

The stunt driver – a really nice guy called Chet – was slumped over the wheel of the bus just as he’d been instructed.

Heart attack. Foot jammed down on the gas pedal. Bus out of control. Arrgh! Who will save the day?

Zak flung himself onto the steps, his ears now filled with the screaming of the kids. He had to admire their energy. Somewhere among them was Elton Dean’s own nephew, Brandon Fine. Zak had met him briefly – a mouthy little kid with plenty of attitude.

Zak found his balance on the speeding bus then approached the driver. Shake him by the shoulders. Yell in his ear. “Are you okay, mister?” His voice wasn’t being recorded, so it didn’t really matter, but the director said it would help him “keep in the moment” if he followed the script.

Chet was a real pro. He showed no signs of life as Zak grabbed him and hauled him out of the seat. There was blood on the front of Chet’s shirt. That was weird. Zak hadn’t been told there’d be blood.

“Keep the action moving, Zak,” came Grayson Clarke’s voice in his ear.

“I’m on it.” Zak assumed they’d explain about the blood later. He dragged Chet from the seat and let him slump on the floor between the driver’s station and the steps. Then Zak jumped into the seat, grabbed the big steering wheel in both hands and stamped down hard on the brakes.

Oh, yes! This was the movies!

The bus didn’t slow. Zak stared between his knees. The brake was marked with a big X so he couldn’t get it wrong. He stamped again on the pedal marked X.

The bus just kept on going. In fact, it was speeding up now as the hill became steeper.

“Zak, you can stop the bus now,” Grayson Clarke instructed.

“I’m trying to,” Zak replied. He put his foot down again on the brake. It felt strangely loose, as if it wasn’t connected to anything.

“Zak, you’ve passed your mark – stop the bus!” the director shouted.

“It’s not working!” This wasn’t in the script. What was he supposed to do?

Zak could hear Grayson Clarke. He was speaking to someone else now, but not bothering to cover the mike. “Amateurs!” he growled. “We should never have used amateurs.” Zak started to feel worried. The director thought this was his fault.

Zak nudged Chet with his foot. “Chet, something’s gone wrong,” he shouted above the racket the kids were kicking up. “The brake isn’t working! Chet! I can’t stop the bus. Chet!”

He gave the stuntman a hard kick. The slumped body rolled onto its side on the floor of the bus. Zak saw that the patch of blood on Chet’s shirtfront was larger now. And there was more blood on the floor.

He was beginning to get a bad feeling about this. But then, this was the movies – you couldn’t believe anything you saw in the movies. It was all special effects . . . wasn’t it?

“Hey, you chump, stop the bus!” Zak glanced over his shoulder at the sound of the angry voice. It was Brandon Fine. He was standing up and glaring at Zak from the middle of the bus. Zak didn’t much like Brandon – he was seven going on thirty-five and ever since he’d turned up on location he’d been talking as if he was running the entire shoot. That’s what comes of being the nephew of a Hollywood movie producer, Zak guessed.

“How dumb are you?” Brandon demanded. “You missed the mark, genius!” The other kids had stopped acting as well. They were staring at him, confused now.

“Calm down,” Zak called to them. “Everything’s fine.”

“What a loser!” Brandon said, rolling his eyes.

Zak had more important things to do than argue with a stroppy seven year old.

Keeping one hand on the steering wheel, he leaned over and felt for the carotid artery on Chet’s neck.

Nothing. No pulse. Chet was dead.

Zak’s heart punched against his ribs. This was real.

He didn’t want to panic the kids. They mustn’t know what had happened. The footbrake had failed, but he wasn’t out of options yet. He snatched hold of the handbrake and yanked at it. It moved easily in his hand, connected to nothing. Useless. What was going on here?

He had one last idea. He twisted the keys in the ignition and pulled them out.

The engine kept going, the bus hurtled onwards. He could hear Grayson Clarke’s voice yelling in his ear, “Get Chet to stop the bus!”

He ignored the director. He couldn’t think of anything to say that wouldn’t freak the kids out.

Grayson Clarke was still yelling. “What are you waiting for?”

Will you shut up; I’m trying to think.

Zak gripped the steering wheel, his knuckles white. He was on his own with this – he had to come up with a way of stopping the bus. It wasn’t easy with the road whipping away under the wheels and the hill getting steeper by the second. Some of the kids had started whimpering.

“Everything’s fine!” Zak shouted back to them. “Just stay in your seats and hold tight.”

He dropped his chin, trying to get his mouth as close to the mike as possible.

“The brakes aren’t working,” he said, hoping the kids wouldn’t be able to hear him. “Chet can’t help.” Zak’s voice died in his throat. He had just spotted something that set his heart pounding.

There was a small neat hole high in the windscreen, close to the driver’s rear-view mirror. A hole no bigger than his little finger, with a spiderweb of cracks around it.

A bullet hole.

Chet had been shot dead and the bus had been sabotaged. For some reason someone wanted to put these kids in real danger. Zak clamped his fingers around the wheel, staring ahead, trying to come up with a plan.

The long hill descended for about another 500 metres before it levelled out and met the main four-lane highway. Zak could see the cars and trucks streaming past in both directions. If he couldn’t stop the bus, it would smash right into the traffic.

Zak didn’t have time to be stunned or scared or freaked out. He had to do something. And quickly.

The long hill began to curve a little and Zak saw there was a solid stone wall running down one side. The shred of a plan came into his mind. Grayson Clarke was still shouting in his ear, but he couldn’t let himself be distracted. He ripped out the earpiece. Behind him, some of the kids were crying and sobbing – they’d figured out that something had gone wrong. Even Brandon had gone quiet.

Ignore them. Concentrate.

Zak turned the steering wheel, driving the bus towards the edge of the road. He gritted his teeth, hoping he wasn’t about to get them all killed. The wall loomed closer. He eased the wheel around a fraction more.

The bus shuddered and shook as the front bumper made contact with the wall. The wheel juddered in Zak’s hands. There was a screaming noise as metal grazed against stone.

Carefully. Not too hard. Gritting his teeth, Zak kept the wheel locked, holding the bus against the wall. The grinding and screeching noise filled the bus.

“Get on the floor! Cover your faces!” Zak yelled. Kids flung themselves out of their seats, falling in heaps into the aisle and between the seats.

The sound of metal on stone was mind-shredding. Zak’s whole body shook. He saw sparks and shards of stone flying into the air. The side of the bus was being ripped apart.

But it seemed to be working. The friction was beginning to slow the bus down.

The jolting in his arms was almost too painful to bear, but he refused to give in. Using every ounce of strength, he leaned against the wheel. Pieces of stone smashed through the windows, ricocheting all around. Showers of sparks spewed upwards. There was a horrible burning smell – hot metal and smouldering rubber.

Still Zak struggled with the wheel. The highway was only a hundred metres away now, filled with racing traffic.

A block of stonework jutted out from the wall. Zak just had time to see that it was one side of a gateway before the bus struck it. The windscreen disintegrated and chunks of stone cascaded into the bus. He ducked, feeling them hitting him and bouncing off. The impact caused the nearside of the bus to buckle, punching sharp-edged pieces of metal perilously close to Zak’s legs.

The bus slewed around and tipped dangerously. For a moment Zak was afraid the whole thing would topple onto its side. Then it righted itself, crashed down on its wheels and came to a screeching halt.

Gasping with relief, Zak collapsed over the steering wheel.

He felt as though every bone in his body had been jarred loose. He felt like throwing up. His body ached.

But he had done it.

The sound of kids screaming roused him. He sat up and looked over his shoulder. Flames were licking around the outside of the bus. The friction must have set something on fire.

He staggered to his feet. “Come on,” he yelled over the screaming. “We have to get out of here.” Zak reached down and pulled Chet’s limp body to one side. The kids began to tumble forwards, barging and jostling as they fought to get through the doors. They looked utterly terrified as Zak guided them off the bus.

The flames were rising now, advancing through the broken windows. The bus was filling with smoke. Zak coughed, blinking, his eyes stinging. He caught the last kid by the shoulder. A blonde girl with a ponytail and huge frightened blue eyes.

“Is there anyone else back there?” he asked her.

She stared at him for a moment then ripped herself free and dived down the steps.

Zak peered into the billowing smoke.

“Anyone there?” he shouted. He could hardly see, and his ears were still ringing from the noise of the crash. “Anyone?”

He crouched, trying to get down where the smoke was less thick. He could see a few bags and coats strewn across the floor. He saw a bundle about halfway down. Jammed between the seats. A coat?

“Hey!”

Was that a voice he could hear back there? The crackling of the flames made it hard to be sure.

He had done a firefighting course in training. He tried to remember what he’d been taught. Keep low in a smoke-filled room was one lesson he remembered very well. He flattened himself on his belly and edged forwards.

Coughing, and with streaming eyes, Zak headed for the bundle. The flames were leaping yellow and red through the pall of smoke. He could feel the heat on his face, scorching his clothes. Grimacing, he moved closer and reached under the seat.

There was a hand. He opened his mouth to say something reassuring, but found he couldn’t speak. His breath was coming in choking gasps and he was almost blinded. He closed his fingers around the wrist and pulled, dragging the child along with him.

He was close to the exit now. The metal ridge of the top step was under his feet. He got to his knees, retching and unable to see much more than a dark blur. He could hear the boy coughing. He must have been knocked unconscious – but he was coming around.

Zak grabbed the limp bundle under the arms and stumbled down the steps, falling, turning so the kid didn’t hit the tarmac first.

He could hear people yelling. Feet running. Someone took the kid from his arms. Someone else picked Zak up and carried him away from the bus.

“I’m okay,” he panted. “Let me down.”

He was put onto his feet.

“Chet is still in there,” someone else shouted. “We have to get him out.”

Zak swayed, his lungs hurting, his vision blurred. He rubbed the smoky tears out of his eyes.

“He’s dead,” he gasped.

“Are you sure?”

“He was shot,” said Zak.

“He was what?”

Zak’s head was swimming. “Someone shot him through the windscreen,” he gasped. “And someone wrecked the brakes.” He wiped his grimy sleeve across his face. “This wasn’t an accident – this was deliberate.”

A babble of voices surrounded him.

“What did the kid say?”

“That’s crazy!”

“Forget it – no way was anyone shot!”

Zak didn’t argue. He’d be proved right when the police arrived and did their forensics.

He stared across the road. The back end of the bus was full of leaping flames. Ugly black smoke billowed up. The kids were on the other side of the road, huddled together, crying, terrified, being comforted by adults.

Someone ran towards the bus. “We have to get Chet!”

“He’s dead!” Zak yelled. But the man ignored him.

A voice called out urgently. “Keep back – the gas tank could blow!”

The man hesitated, already halfway across the road. He was still standing there when a fierce explosion rocked the bus and a plume of oily black and red fire rolled up into the sky. The man turned and ran, his arms up to cover his head. A couple of metres closer and he’d have gone up with the bus.

Zak reeled back from the searing heat.

If he hadn’t stayed and checked, the kid would be dead. He wiped his sleeve over his dirty, sweating face. The boy he’d saved was standing close by, conscious now and shaking. It was Brandon Fine.


CHAPTER TWO

TWO HOURS LATER.

“Hey, Silver, I’ve got Colonel Hunter and Assistant Director Reed on conference-vid,” called Wildcat.

Zak was in the small bathroom of a movie trailer, drying himself after a much-needed shower. “Coming,” he called, flinging on some clean clothes.

The trailer was one of a dozen or more standing in a car park a few hundred metres away from where they had been filming. It was a good place for Zak and Wildcat to hang out between shots. One thing Zak had quickly realized was that movie-making involved a whole lot of waiting around while shots were being set up.

The two Project 17 agents were in California at the request of FBI Assistant Director Isadora Reed. She had been in London a while back, and she’d visited Fortress, the underground base where the specialist department of British Intelligence known as Project 17 had its headquarters. She’d seen Zak Archer – codename Quicksilver – in action. She’d been impressed.

Project 17 was an unusual set-up. Its agents were all in their teens; highly trained, highly motivated young people who could be sent at a moment’s notice into extreme danger in any part of the world. Their unique ability was to blend in and to go unnoticed in situations where adult agents might arouse an enemy’s suspicions.

At first, Colonel Hunter, Project 17’s Commander, had been reluctant to lend such uniquely talented agents to the FBI. Terrorist threats were growing in Europe and the UK – there was plenty of vital work
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