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Pedal Power

T h e  l o c a l  T r a i n  p u l l e d  into Amsterdam’s 
Central Station and began to slow down. Alex was sit-
ting on his own, his face resting against the window, 
barely conscious of the long, empty platforms or the 
great canopy stretching over his head. It was around 
midnight and he was exhausted. He knew Jack would 
be frantic, waiting for him at the hotel. He was eager 
to see her too. He suddenly felt a need to be looked 
after. He just wanted a hot bath, a hot chocolate . . . 
and bed.

The first time he had gone out to Sloterdijk, he 
had cycled both ways. But the second time, he had 
saved his energy and left the bike at the station. The 
journey back was short, but he was enjoying it, know-
ing that every second put Cray and his compound far-
ther behind him. He also needed the time to think 
about what he had just been through, to try to un-
derstand what it all meant. A plane that burst into 
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flames. A VIP lounge. Something called Milstar. The 
man with the pockmarked face . . .

And he still had no answer to the biggest ques-
tion of all. Why was Cray doing all this? He was mas-
sively rich. He had fans all over the world. Only a few 
days ago he had been shaking hands with the presi-
dent of the United States. His music was still played 
on the radio and his every appearance drew massive 
crowds. The Gameslayer system would make him an-
other fortune. If ever there was a man who had no 
need to conspire and to kill, it was him.

Eagle Strike.
What did the two words mean?
The train came to a halt; the doors hissed open. 

Alex checked that the flash drive was still in his pocket 
and got out.

There was barely anyone around on the platform, 
but the main ticket hall was more crowded. Students 
and other young travelers were arriving on the inter-
national lines. Some of them were slumped on the 
floor, leaning against oversized backpacks. They all 
looked spaced-out in the hard, artificial light. Alex 
guessed it would take him about ten minutes to cycle 
down to the hotel on the Herengracht. If he was 
awake enough to remember where it was.
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He passed through the heavy glass doors and 
found his bike where he had left it, chained to some 
railings. He had just unlocked it when he stopped, 
sensing the danger before he even saw it. This was 
something he had never needed to be taught. Even his 
uncle, who had spent years training him to be a spy, 
would have been unable to explain it; the instinct that 
now told him he had to move—and fast. 

He looked around him. There was a wide cobble-
stoned area leading down to an expanse of water, with 
the city beyond. A kiosk selling hot dogs was still open. 
Sausages were turning over a burner, but there was 
no sign of the vendor. A few couples were strolling 
across the bridges over the canals, enjoying a night 
that had become warm and dry. The sky wasn’t black 
so much as a deep midnight blue.

Somewhere a clock struck the hour, the chimes 
echoing across the city.

Alex noticed a car, parked so that it faced the sta-
tion. Its headlights blinked on, throwing a beam of 
light across the square toward him. A moment later a 
second car did the same. Then a third. All three cars 
were the same: Porsche 911 GT3s. More lights came 
on. There were six vehicles parked in a semicircle 
around him, covering every angle of the station 
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square. They were all black. With their sleek bodies 
and round-eyed headlights, they looked almost like 
toys. But Alex knew with a feeling of cold certainty 
that they weren’t here for fun.

Doors swung open. Men stepped out, turned into 
black silhouettes by their own headlights. For a split 
second nobody moved. They had him. There was 
nowhere for him to go.

Alex stretched out his left thumb, moving it toward 
the bell that still looked ridiculous, attached to the 
handlebar of his bike. A small silver lever was sticking 
out. Pushing it would ring the bell. Instead, Alex 
pulled. The top of the bell sprang open to reveal five 
buttons inside, each one a different color. Smithers 
had described them in the manual. They were color-
coded for ease of use. Now it was time to find out if 
they worked.

As if sensing that something was about to happen, 
the black shadows began to move across the square. 
Alex pressed the orange button and felt the shudder 
beneath his hands as two tiny heat-seeking missiles 
exploded out of the ends of the handlebars. Trailing 
orange flames, they shot across the square. Alex saw 
the men stop, uncertain. The missiles soared into the 
air, then curved back, their movement perfectly syn-
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chronized. As Alex had suspected, the hottest thing in 
the square was the grill in the hot-dog kiosk. The mis-
siles fell on it, both striking at exactly the same time. 
There was a huge explosion, a fireball of flame that 
spread across the cobbles and was reflected in the wa-
ter of the canal. Burning fragments of wood and 
pieces of hot dog rained down. The blast hadn’t been 
strong enough to kill anyone, but it had created the 
perfect diversion. Alex grabbed the bike and dragged 
it back into the station. The square was blocked. This 
was the only way.

But even as he reentered the ticket hall, he saw 
other men running across the concourse toward him. 
At this time of night the crowds moved slowly. Any-
one running had to have a special reason, and Alex 
knew for certain that the reason was him. Cray’s men 
must have been in radio contact with one another. 
Now that one group had spotted him, they would all 
know where he was.

He jumped on the bike and pedaled along the flat 
stone floor as fast as he could, past the ticket booths, 
the newspaper kiosks, the information boards, and 
the ramps leading up to the platforms, trying to put 
as much space as he could between himself and his  
pursuers. A woman pushing a motorized cleaning  
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machine stepped in front of him and he had to swerve, 
almost knocking over a bearded man with a huge 
backpack. The man swore at him in German. Alex 
raced on.

There was a door at the very end of the main hall, 
but before he could reach it, it burst open and more 
men came running in, blocking his path. Pedaling fu-
riously, Alex spun the bike around and headed for the 
one way out of this nightmare. An empty escalator, 
going down. Before he even knew what he was doing, 
he launched the bike onto the metal treads, bouncing 
and shuddering headfirst into the ground. He was 
thrown from side to side, his body slamming against 
the steel panels. He wondered if the front wheel would 
crumple with the strain or if the tires would puncture 
against the sharp edges. But then he had reached the 
bottom and he was riding—bizarrely—through a sub-
way station, with ticket windows on one side and au-
tomatic gates on the other. He was glad it was so late. 
The station was almost empty. But still a few heads 
turned in astonishment as he entered a long passage-
way and disappeared from sight.

It was definitely the wrong time for this, but even 
so, Alex found himself admiring the Bad Boy’s han-
dling ability. The aluminum frame was light and man-
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ageable but the solid tube kept the bike stable. He 
came to a corner and automatically went into attack 
position. He pressed down on the outside pedal and 
put his weight on it, at the same time keeping his body 
low. His entire center of gravity was focused on the 
point where the tires came into contact with the 
ground, and the bike took the corner with total con-
trol. This was something Alex had learned years ago, 
mountain biking in the Pennines. He had never ex-
pected to use the same techniques in a subway station 
under Amsterdam!

A second escalator brought him back up to street 
level and Alex found himself on the other side of the 
square, away from the station. The remains of the hot-
dog kiosk were still burning. A police car had arrived 
and he could see the hysterical hot-dog salesman try-
ing to explain what had happened to an officer. For a 
moment he hoped he would be able to slip away un-
noticed. But then he heard the screech of tires as one 
of the Porsches skidded backward in an arc and then 
shot forward in his direction. They had seen him! And 
they were after him again.

He began to pedal down the Damrak, one of the 
main streets in Amsterdam, quickly picking up speed. 
He glanced back. A second GT3 had joined the first, 
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and with a sinking heart he knew that his legs would 
be no match for their engines. He had perhaps twenty 
seconds before they caught up with him.

Then a bell clanged and there was a loud metallic 
clattering. A tram was coming toward him, thunder-
ing along the tracks on its way to the station. Alex 
knew what he had to do. He could hear the Porsches 
coming up behind him. The tram was a great metal 
box, filling his vision ahead. At the very last moment, 
he twisted the handlebars, throwing himself directly 
in front of the tram. He saw the driver’s horrified face, 
felt the bicycle wheels shudder as they crossed the 
tracks. But then he was on the other side and the tram 
had become a wall that would—at least for a few sec-
onds—separate him from the pursuing cars.

Even so, one of them tried to follow. It was a huge 
mistake. The car was halfway across the tracks when 
the tram hit it. There was a huge crash and the car 
spun away into the night. It was followed by a ter-
rible grinding and metallic screaming as the tram de-
railed. The tram’s second carriage whipped around 
and hit the other GT3, batting it away like a fly. As 
Alex pedaled away from the Damrak, across a pretty, 
white-painted bridge, he left behind him a scene of total 
devastation, police sirens cutting through the air.
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He found himself cycling through a series of  
narrow streets that were more crowded, with people 
drifting in and out of pornographic movie theaters 
and striptease clubs. He had accidentally drifted into 
the famous red-light district of Amsterdam. He won-
dered what Jack would make of that. A woman stand-
ing in a doorway winked at him. Alex ignored her and 
rode on.

There were three black motorbikes at the end of 
the street.

Alex groaned. They were 400cc Suzuki Bandits 
and there could only be one reason why they were 
there, silent and unmoving. They were waiting for 
him. The moment their riders saw him, they kick-
started their engines. Alex knew he had to get away—
and fast. He looked around.

On one side of him dozens of people were stream-
ing in and out of a parade of neon-lit shops. On the 
other a narrow canal stretched into the distance, with 
darkness and possible safety on the other side. But 
how was he going to get across? There wasn’t a 
bridge in sight.

But perhaps there was a way. A boat was turning. 
It was one of the famous glass-topped cruisers, sitting 
low in the water and carrying tourists on a late-night 
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dinner cruise. It had swung diagonally across the wa-
ter so that it was almost touching both banks. The 
captain had misjudged the angle, and the boat seemed 
to be jammed.

Alex propelled himself forward, simultaneously 
pressing the green button under the bicycle bell. A wa-
ter bottle was suspended upside down under his seat, 
and out of the corner of his eye he saw a silver-gray 
liquid squirt out onto the road. He was hurtling to-
ward the canal, leaving a snail-like trail behind him. 
He heard the roar of the Suzuki motorcycles and 
knew that they had caught up with him. 

Then everything happened at once.
Alex left the road, crossed the sidewalk, and forced 

the bike up into the air. The first of the motorcycles 
reached the section of road that was covered with the 
silver ooze. At once the driver lost control, skidding 
so violently that he almost seemed to be throwing 
himself off on purpose. His bike smashed into a sec-
ond bike, bringing that one down too. At the same 
time, Alex came hurtling down onto the reinforced 
glass roof of the tourist boat and began to pedal its full 
length. He could see diners gazing up at him in as-
tonishment. A waiter with a tray of glasses spun 
around, dropping everything. There was the flash of 
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a camera. Then he had reached the other side. Car-
ried by his own momentum, he soared off the roof, 
over a line of traffic posts, and came to a skidding 
halt on the opposite bank of the canal.

He looked back—just in time to see that the third 
Bandit had managed to follow him. It was already in 
the air and the diners on the boat were gazing up in 
alarm as it descended toward them. They were right 
to be scared. The motorbike was too heavy. It crashed 
onto the glass roof, which shattered beneath it. Bike 
and rider disappeared into the cabin as the tourists, 
screaming, threw themselves out of the way. Plates 
and tables exploded; the lights in the cabin fused and 
went out. Alex didn’t have time to see more.

He wasn’t going to be able to hide in the dark-
ness after all. Another pair of Bandits had found him, 
roaring up the side of the canal toward him. Pedaling 
frantically, he tried to get out of sight, turning onto 
one road, cutting down another, around a corner, 
across a square. His thighs were on fire. He knew he 
couldn’t go on much farther.

And then he made his mistake.
It was an alleyway, dark and inviting. It would lead 

him somewhere he wouldn’t be found. At least that 
was what he thought. But he was only halfway down 
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it when a man suddenly stepped out in front of him, 
holding a machine gun. Behind him the two Bandits 
edged closer, cutting off the way back.

The man with the machine gun took aim. Alex’s 
finger stabbed down, this time finding the yellow but-
ton. At once there was an explosion of brilliant white 
light as the magnesium flare concealed inside the Dig-
ital Evolution headlight ignited. Alex couldn’t believe 
how much light was pouring out of the bike. The 
whole area was illuminated. The man with the ma-
chine gun was completely blinded.

Alex hit the blue button. There was a loud hiss. 
Somewhere under his legs a cloud of blue smoke 
poured out of the air pump connected to the bicycle 
frame. The two Bandits had been chasing up behind 
him, and they now plunged into the smoke and dis-
appeared.

Everything was chaotic. Brilliant light and thick 
smoke. The man with the machine gun opened fire, 
sensing that Alex must be somewhere near. But Alex 
was already passing him and the bullets went wide, 
slicing into the first Bandit and killing the driver in-
stantly. Somehow the second Bandit managed to get 
through, but then there was a thud, a scream, and the 
sound of metal smashing into brick. The clatter of 
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bullets stopped and Alex smiled grimly to himself,  
realizing what had happened. The man with the ma-
chine gun had just been run over by his friend on the 
bike.

His smile faded as yet another Porsche appeared 
from no where, still some distance away but already 
getting closer. How many of them were there? Surely 
Cray’s people would decide they’d had enough and 
give it a rest. But then Alex remembered the flash drive 
in his pocket and knew that Cray would rip all Am-
ster dam apart to get it back.

There was a bridge ahead of him, an old-fashioned 
construction of wood and metal with thick cables and 
counter weights. It crossed a much wider canal, and 
a single barge was approaching it. Alex was puzzled. 
The bridge was far too low to allow the barge to pass. 
Then a red traffic light blinked on; the bridge began 
to lift.

Alex glanced back. The car was about fifty yards 
behind him and this time there was nowhere to hide, 
nowhere else to go. He looked ahead of him. If he 
could just get to the other side of this canal, he really 
would be able to disappear. Nobody would be able to 
follow—at least not until the bridge had come down 
again. But it looked as though he was already too late. 
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The bridge had split in half, both sections rising at the 
same speed, the gap over the water widening with 
every second.

The GT3 was accelerating.
Alex had no choice.
Feeling the pain, and knowing that he had reached 

the last reserves of his strength, Alex pushed down 
and the bike picked up speed. The car’s engine was 
louder now, howling in his ears, but he didn’t dare 
look back again. All his energy was focused on the 
rapidly rising bridge.

He hit the wooden surface when it was at a forty-
five-degree slant. Insanely he found himself thinking 
of some long-forgotten math lesson at school. A right-
angled triangle. He could see it clearly on the board. 
And he was cycling up its side!

He wasn’t going to make it. Every time he pushed 
down on the pedals it was a little harder, and he was 
barely halfway up the slope. He could see the gap—
huge now—and the dark, cold water below. The car 
was right behind him. It was so close, he could hear 
nothing apart from its engine. The smell of gasoline 
filled his nostrils.

He pedaled one last time—and at the same mo-
ment pressed the red button in the bell: the ejector 
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seat. There was a soft explosion right below him. The 
saddle had rocketed off the bike, propelled by com-
pressed air or some sort of ingenious hydraulic system. 
Alex shot into the air, over his side of the bridge, over 
the gap, and then down onto the other side, rolling 
over and over as he tumbled all the way down. As he 
spun around, he saw the GT3. Incredibly, it had tried 
to follow him. It was suspended in midair between the 
two halves of the bridge. He could see the driver’s 
face, the open eyes, the gritted teeth. Then the car 
plunged down. There was a great splash and it sank 
at once beneath the black surface of the canal.

Alex got painfully to his feet. The saddle was lying 
next to him and he picked it up. There was a mes-
sage underneath. He wouldn’t have been able to read 
it while the saddle was attached to the frame. If you 
can read this, you owe me a new bike.

Smithers had a warped sense of humor.
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