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CHAPTER ONE

THE ATLAS MOUNTAINS. MOROCCO.
LATITUDE: 32.361403°
LONGITUDE: -1.977539°

Zak Archer lay flat on a high ridge overlooking the ruined old Foreign Legion fort of Jebel Lekst. The sun was just rising over the parched landscape of rock and scrub, throwing sharp-edged shadows over the broken peaks and deep canyons of the Atlas Mountains.

Zak glanced to his left. Switchblade was hunkered down about twenty metres away. Further off, where the ridge curved towards the fort, he could make out Moonbeam’s red hair between two jagged fingers of rock. To the right, Jackhammer and Wildcat were waiting for the word.

Switch was group leader on this operation. The five of them had travelled all night to get here, bumping along a narrow earth track in their Range Rover, headlights off to lower the risk of them being spotted from the air or from distant peaks. Moonbeam had been at the wheel. She was trained to drive anything with wheels or wings.

At fourteen years old, Zak was the youngest of the group; Wildcat was fifteen, the others were all sixteen. But they were all skilled agents in the specialist department of British Intelligence called Project 17. And they had a vital mission to perform in this inhospitable landscape. The fate of the world might well rest on them getting it right.

Zak turned back to the fort. It was brown, with a rectangular outer wall surrounding a group of low, square buildings. It almost looked like an elaborate sandcastle that had been left to crumble away in the sun. He put the Hotscope binoculars to his eyes again and immediately all the colours and shapes morphed into a weird pattern of blues and pale greens.

He was scoping for orange or red.

The blue-green end of the colour spectrum meant cold, lifeless. Orange-red showed heat and life. They’d had to be here early for this. Once the sun began to beat down on the valley, everything would turn furnace-red and there would be no chance of spotting a body moving about.

Zak roved his Hotscope over the buildings.

Nothing.

Now what? Would Switch order them to advance and hope for the best? What if the German agent codenamed Isabel wasn’t there any more? What if their intel was wrong and she’d never been there?

He let out a sharp breath. A small splinter of red had appeared from behind one of the buildings – just for an instant. Then it had vanished again.

“Target acquired,” Zak murmured, knowing the microphone of the Imp in his ear would relay his words to all his fellow agents. The Imp was an extraordinary new piece of kit: no bigger than an earplug, it contained a microphone and receiver that gave pinpoint reception up to five hundred metres.

“Where?” Switch’s voice came in his ear.

“Front right building,” said Zak, his heart starting to beat faster, his body tingling and ready for action. “Someone poked their head out from behind then disappeared again.”

“Certain?” asked Switch.

“You bet,” said Zak.

“Okay, guys,” came Switch’s voice again. “We’re moving in. Keep to cover. Moon and Hammer, I want you round the back. Cat and I will take the sides. Silver, in through the front, okay?”

“Got it,” said Zak. His codename was Quicksilver. The name suited his particular abilities, as he imagined Isabel was about to find out.

One by one the heads of the others drew back. Zak shuffled forwards on elbows and knees, peering down the steep drop, plotting a way down. A kind of rough-edged fissure ran sideways down the cliff-face, like a scar. The perfect cover.

He scrambled over the brink and slithered into the narrow groove. He made his way down the cliff, then, darting from boulder to boulder, he sped towards the fort’s half-ruined gateway. The gates were long gone and one of the towers had fallen in on itself.

He caught a glimpse of Switch racing across the sand to his left.

He paused for a moment in the cool shadow of the gateway tower. There was about ten metres of open ground between him and the entrance to the building where he’d seen the red image.

Stealth wouldn’t help him now; he needed speed.

Taking a single deep breath he broke cover and ran for the dark oblong of the doorway. He was in the zone in an instant – in that amazing place where his mind and his body locked together and he could outrun the wind.

He was through the doorway in moments, moving smoothly and effortlessly, feet kicking up the dust, arms moving like pistons at his sides.

The light was dim and grainy in the building as he ran from room to room.

He found her crouching in a back room, dressed in desert camouflage fatigues, a peaked cap low over her eyes, a backpack on her shoulders. He had a brief impression of large black eyes and shoulder-length black hair. But the thing that stopped him for a moment was how young she looked.

Colonel Hunter had told them Isabel was in her teens – but it had never occurred to Zak that she might be no more than his age. Apart from twelve-year-old Bug, the computer genius back in Fortress, Zak was the youngest agent in Project 17. Did this mean there were other organizations like Project 17 all over the world?

He only had a split second to register the thought before Isabel’s arm shot out and Zak was forced to duck to avoid a missile flying at his head. It was a can of baked beans, one of several food cans stacked in the corner of the room. Provisions for hiding out here in the middle of nowhere.

“Hey!” Zak cried, narrowly avoiding the can. “We’re not—” He got no further. She launched herself at him. He saw an expression of concentrated fury and determination on her face, then her shoulder hit his midriff and he was thrown onto his back, winded and gasping in pain.

He was still sprawling on the ground as she sprang up and raced off. He clambered to his feet. He glimpsed her silhouette in the glassless window for a moment, then she was gone.

Wow! She was fast!

But he knew he was faster.

Gritting his teeth, Zak sprinted after her, clearing the window frame in one smooth leap. She was running for a gap in the back wall of the fort. He focused, slipping easily back into the zone.

He saw Jackhammer appear at the edge of the broken section of wall. Hammer was a big guy – built like a rugby forward. He’d stop her, no problem.

Zak slowed as Hammer stepped into Isabel’s path and spread his arms. Isabel jinked to the side as he snatched for her. Almost without breaking stride, she high-kicked him in the chest and rocketed past, leaving him staggering and gasping.

She was good.

Zak sped up again as she sprinted away from the fort.

“Nice try, Hammer,” he said. “I’m on it.”

Zak smiled to himself. Hammer was very competitive, he’d hate it that he’d failed where Zak was about to succeed.

Isabel was sprinting up the far slope of the valley now. Impressive. But Zak was on her heels before she’d gone even a quarter of the way.

Careful. She’s a tricky one. He didn’t fancy taking another hit from her. As he ran, he slipped the Taz out of his pocket. It looked like a slender black rubber torch, but it had a powerful battery and pincer-like electrodes at the business end. Touched against exposed skin it gave an electronic kick that could take down a grown man. The effect was only temporary, but it got the job done.

Isabel glanced over her shoulder. Her face registered surprise that he was so close.

Yeah, sorry about that. The super-speed thing gets them every time.

Zak was about to tag her with the Taz when she put on a spurt of speed that made him feel as if he was standing still.

What was that?

Stones and dust rained on him as she ran up the hillside. He only let himself be stunned for a moment. Then he went after her at top speed.

He concentrated hard, digging deeper into the zone. But still she was ahead of him. What was going on?

She vanished over the hilltop.

Zak came flying up to the ridge. The hill fell away into a steep ravine. From there he could see Isabel, already halfway down the far side, leaping and jumping from rock to rock like a mountain goat with a sugar rush. Zak had never seen anything like it.

Taking a deep breath he plunged after her. He had one thing clear in his mind: Isabel was no ordinary agent. She was easily as fast as him, and she had all his free-running skills.

Colonel Hunter hadn’t warned them about this.

If Zak didn’t pull something out of the bag pretty quickly, she’d get away.

And that would be a disaster. Not just for Project 17, but potentially for everyone on the planet.


CHAPTER TWO

LONDON. FORTRESS.
07:20. THREE DAYS EARLIER.

The main briefing room of the MI5 department called Project 17 was a long, austere room thirty metres below the bustling streets of London’s Moorgate. A huge plasma screen dominated one wall, faced by rows of desks and chairs, almost like a classroom.

The lights were dimmed and a world map filled the screen. Red spots pulsed on every continent. Colonel Hunter, Project 17’s chief, was speaking.

“Here you can see the places targeted by World Serpent agents,” he told the five agents who were sitting watching the screen in attentive silence. “Terrorist atrocities or criminal activity linked to World Serpent have taken place in Melbourne, Hong Kong, Singapore, Beijing, and right across Asia. They have committed major robberies in Moscow and Kiev, Dubai and Cairo. Bombs have been detonated in Oslo, Berlin and Milan. A major attack was only just thwarted in Washington by FBI Assistant Director Reed and, as you know, Quicksilver and Wildcat were directly involved in Operation Silver Screen in Los Angeles.” He clicked the remote and a slightly eerie symbol floated into view over the world map. The simple design of a ring formed of a red snake with its tail in its mouth. Within the circle of the snake was an illustration of the earth, showing the Pacific Ocean, with the Americas on the right and Japan, China and Russia on the left. Scribed across the ocean were the fiery letters WS.

World Serpent.

Zak knew that design well. He’d seen the snake eating its tail on the luxury super-yacht the Ouroboros off the coast of Paradise Cove in California. And he’d seen the whole logo on the computer of a World Serpent agent codenamed Raging Moon.

Since then he’d learned that an International Committee of Intelligence Departments had been hunting for information on the man who controlled World Serpent. A man known as Reaperman. The man who had killed Zak’s parents only months after he had been born.

Zak and Cat’s work in Hollywood had helped tighten the noose around Reaperman. Intel now pointed to him being a Greek billionaire businessman by the name of Achilles Rhea.

A series of surveillance pictures flashed up on the screen, showing dozens of men and women who had been linked to World Serpent. One picture dominated. A man aged around fifty-five, with a lined and weather-beaten face, a heavy, greying moustache, and a long mane of grey, swept-back hair. His eyes were deep-set, hooded and a strange dark-blue colour.

“This is Achilles Rhea,” Colonel Hunter told them. “His mission plan for World Serpent is simple.” There was a pause. “He wants to run the world and he doesn’t care how much mayhem he causes along the way.”

Zak vividly remembered World Serpent’s Manifesto. He had seen it on a computer screen in the office of the one of Reaperman’s captains. The chilling words had remained with him.

WORLD SERPENT MANIFESTO.
OUR AIMS AND PURPOSES.

Terror is a means to an end.

World Serpent will use whatever means necessary to fulfil its great destiny. As captains in my army, you each have your own orders and your own missions to accomplish. But understand that each of you is but a single cog in a great global machine.

The great warlords of antiquity performed marvellous deeds. Alexander the Great created one of the largest empires of the ancient world, Attila the Hun devastated the Roman Empire, Genghis Khan subdued the Asian continent, Ivan the Terrible controlled an empire of one and a half million square miles. But we will do more. We will bring down every government in the world. We will create mayhem and strife. We will create warfare and destruction on a scale that the old warlords never dreamed possible.

And from the anarchy and the lawlessness and the desperation that will engulf the world, we will rise and we will take power and there will be no one to stop us. Our mission has only just begun.

Reaperman

“So, he’s crazy, right?” asked Jackhammer, a big, beefy agent with gelled brown hair and narrow eyes.

“Crazy like a rabid dog,” said Wildcat, turning her large eyes on him. Cat’s white hair stood up in spikes and her nails were painted black. The only Goth secret agent in the world, Zak had always thought.

“But can he actually do it, Control?” Switchblade asked the Colonel.

Zak had worked with Switch several times in the past. The tall, muscular sixteen-year-old had short, light brown hair and piercing blue eyes. He was a phenomenal gymnast and expert in Krav Maga and Wing Chun, as well as several other martial arts. A good guy to have your back in a crisis, as Zak knew all too well.

“That’s the big question,” said Colonel Hunter. “He has the money to fund his operations, we know that for certain. And we also know he was in the running to buy the device called Burning Sky.”

Burning Sky. A small electro-magnetic pulse device with the capacity to take out all the electronics in a city in one go. Zak had been part of the team that destroyed the weapon, but he still sometimes woke up in a sweat at the thought of what could have happened if Burning Sky had detonated over London. He could hardly imagine the chaos that would have caused. No computers. No air traffic control to guide aeroplanes safely. No traffic signals. No hospitals. No police. Nothing. Just utter chaos and death on a vast scale.

“But that weapon doesn’t exist any more, does it?” asked Moonbeam, a small girl with large green eyes and long red hair framing her pale, freckled face.

“It doesn’t,” agreed the Colonel. “But there are rumours that World Serpent has been working on something even more dangerous.”

“Any idea what that would be, Control?” asked Jackhammer.

“Is it a WMD?” asked Cat.

Zak knew what that stood for. Weapon of Mass Destruction. A way to kill the largest number of people as possible at one time.

“We should assume it is,” said Colonel Hunter. “It could take the form of a bomb or a virulent toxin. Or a poison like the one they tried to introduce into the Los Angeles water system.” He lifted his hand, his fingers touching as though he were holding something very small. “Or imagine a tiny phial of some lethal virus,” he said. “Ebola or Hepatitis B or Hantavirus or Dengue Fever. Imagine this phial being smashed in an international airport – New York or Heathrow or Hong Kong.” He dropped his hand. “I don’t need to spell out the effects.”

No, he didn’t. Millions of people could be infected within days. Hundreds of thousands would die.

“So what’s the plan, Control?” asked Switch.

Colonel Hunter glanced briefly at Zak before speaking. “For the past two and a half years an undercover MI5 agent codenamed Slingshot has been working in Greece and on the Greek Islands of the Aegean and Ionian Seas,” he told them. “Achilles Rhea is a known criminal he has been keeping an eye on. When he was informed that Achilles Rhea was our main suspect, he was sent here.” The screen changed to show a satellite image of a teardrop-shaped island.

“This is Panos, one of the Ionian Islands off the west coast of Greece. Slingshot’s brief is to get as close as he can to Rhea’s organization and find out about World Serpent’s immediate plans.” He turned away from the screen and pressed the remote to bring the ceiling lights up.

“The five of you are to join Operation Icarus,” Colonel Hunter said. “Part of your task is to form back-up for Slingshot as and when he needs it.”

“How do we make contact, Control?” asked Moonbeam.

“You don’t,” said the Colonel. “Slingshot will contact you when he thinks it’s safe. Under no circumstances are you to try and seek him out. If he’s done his job properly and he’s close to Rhea, any attempt to contact him could be fatal. Passcodes have been arranged so you’ll know each other. Slingshot will ask the question: ‘Why did Icarus fall?’. The counter is: ‘Because he flew too near the sun.’ Memorize these call-signs. You’ll need them.”

“So, we sit around waiting for him to get in touch?” asked Hammer, not sounding impressed. Hammer was a punch-first-and-say-hi-later kind of a guy.

“No, you do not,” the Colonel said sharply. “You will have plenty to do. Your operational remit will be downloaded to your Mobs shortly.”

“Can you give us any more information about Slingshot, Control?” asked Zak. “Anything that might help?”

His eyes met Colonel Hunter’s steely grey gaze. They both knew why he had asked that particular question.

MI5 Undercover Agent Slingshot was Zak’s older brother Jason.

Up until a few months ago Zak had known absolutely nothing about his family. All he’d
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