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Аннотация
Takfir wal-Hijra are one of the most extreme Islamist groups on the planet, they call for their followers to train in the use of arms, to blend in with their surrounds and to be sleepers within foreign communities ready to awaken and cause maximum mayhem.
The Takfir execute a plot in which a highly contagious agri-virus is exported to America. Two men in their early twenties, Syrian by heritage, both born and bred American citizens initiated into the Takfir, are teamed up with an older hard core Takfir extremist well practiced in the art of death and warfare.
Matt Lilburn, Homeland Security, is tasked to bring Dr Evangeline Crawston back from London to help track down the virus. The potential cost to the United States in lost revenue if the virus takes hold; over 50 billion U.S dollars.
Lilburn and a small team of operatives track the terrorists down. The cost is high; blood is let and tears will be shed, yet the terrorism doesn�t stop there.
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Chapter One

�120 eddie, 10-4 k,� the police officer acknowledged back to Central.
A weathered billboard sign, folded over like a bookmarked page, was losing its grip on the wall of an abandoned building. The faded writing was barely legible: Bed-Stuy and Proud of It.
Eight years on the job in Bedford-Stuyvesant, Brooklyn, New York, had turned Officer Maitland into one tough hombre, accustomed to owning the streets he patrolled. Not so the rookie walking next to him. �What�s the job, Ben?�
Maitland stopped in his tracks on the sidewalk. �My friends call me Ben. You don�t fall into that category, comprende?�
Martinez fully understood.
The two officers from the 15th Precinct crossed the road to the sidewalk opposite. The residential area was mostly high-density terraced housing built of sandstone. Brownstone.
Late May in Brooklyn was beginning to warm up; most people had discarded coats and warm hats for more comfortable, cooler attire. The two uniformed officers stood out in their dark-blue uniforms as they made their way to their destination, one block over. Maitland was casual; he had been in the force too long to hurry unnecessarily. His eyes lit up. A group of black youths lay about on one of the houses� stone stoops, adjacent to the sidewalk. The dispatcher could wait. It wasn�t urgent.
�You see those five mutts to our front, Martinez?�
�Mutts?� Martinez was confused by the term.
�Perps, perpetrators, do you see them?�
Martinez replied. �Yes.� But they haven�t done anything, he thought. So why are they perps?
�I want you to do a 250 � if they give you shit, ground, pound and cuff �em.�
The 250 was a key tactic in the 15th Precinct, an aggressive campaign to stop and frisk, sanctioned from the top, even further up the line past the borough commander.
The five young men were talking amongst themselves, minding their own business; one looked up and spotted the approaching NYPD. He alerted his companions in a hushed tone. �I smell me some bacon.� Instantly alert, the youths looked up. One leaned over and slowly spat on the sidewalk.
�You take the lead, kid.� Maitland stood to the side and slightly back from his partner, his hands on his hips, right hand not far from his holstered Glock.
Martinez was less than confident but he wanted to impress his tutor. �Let�s see some ID.�
�Yo man � we cool, we just hanging.� It was the one who saw them.
�ID.�
�Man, you can�t do that, we got rights.� One of the more confident youths drawled, off to the side.
Maitland had heard it all before. Now it was his turn. �Who died and made you boss? All of you get off your fucking asses and haul out your ID otherwise you�re going to be yoked. MOVE.�
The youths scrambled to their feet, reaching for identification. No more questions. They knew better than to back-chat this officer � otherwise they�d be arrested on suspicion and taken to the police station for a long wait. Martinez gave their IDs a cursory glance, then looked to the older man. Maitland nodded his head as if to say, Get on with it.
�Turn around and I�m going to frisk you,� Martinez said in the most confident voice he could muster.
Maitland interjected. �Stay where you are on the steps. Come down here one at a time, turn around, face the building, feet apart, hands on the rail.� Pointing at the nearest he barked out, �You first.�
Standing back, Maitland watched as his partner frisked the five youths. Nothing.
The two officers carried on to their original assignment, leaving behind five very angry young men. Martinez didn�t understand why they had riled them up, especially as dispatch had already radioed in a job, which should have taken priority. As he kept pace with Maitland, he asked the question. Once again the senior policeman came to an abrupt stop and faced him, the powerfully built veteran a good two and a half inches taller. He could have let the rookie go without an explanation, but instead he felt an inkling of responsibility to the younger man.
�Listen up good, boy, it goes like this. First, you want to survive in this job, then you forget about quality of life enforcement, it�s all about the numbers. Get the numbers, cuff the mutts, take �em to Central, lodge �em, leave �em and think of a charge later or just void them and let �em go. That�s how it is � that�s how the shirts want us to work. You have to maintain high activity; this is a heavy precinct, lots of crime, so that part�s real easy.�
Martinez listened. It wasn�t what he had expected policing to be � and not what he had been taught. They carried on in silence.
A block away they came to the address � a five-story apartment block.
The apartment foyer was bare � faceless, dank and dark. The only access to the upper levels was by way of internal stairs.
�Fucking stairs!� Maitland looked around the foyer in disgust. So which floor was apartment twenty-five? �Goddamn it! Nothing � fucking typical.� A first floor apartment door opened and a woman came out. When she saw the two officers, she stopped abruptly, then quickly turned as if to go back inside. No chance. �You! What floor is twenty-five?�
In broken English, her dark head down, the woman replied it was on the third floor. Her accent betrayed her recent Hispanic origin � and her nervousness.
�That ain�t so bad. Let�s go.� As they walked up the bare timber stairs, Maitland radioed Central. 10�84, arrived at scene.
�What�s the assignment for� Officer Maitland?�
�Domestic, called in by lady in apartment twenty-seven, she reckons it�s a couple of switch-hitters.� Maitland paused on the steps and looked down at Martinez. �That�s gay boys to you. Getting all hissy at each other � probably got their panties in a bunch.� He continued walking.
The door was missing from the stairs to the third floor lobby. The officers entered and identified apartment twenty-five. The door was shut. Maitland paused, bending forward and listening. Nothing. He approached number twenty-seven, and knocked.
�Who is it?� A demanding female voice filtered through the door.
�NYPD.�
Maitland heard the click of a lock. The door opened a few inches; an elderly black woman peered through the gap above the security chain. Seeing the blue uniform she shut the door, an audible rattling of the chain followed and the door opened wider. The woman�s head and shoulders pushed through. Looking around either side of the two officers she checked there was no one else about, no prying neighbors.
The lady spoke quietly. �Next door, they a-hootin� and a-hollerin�, wake up the whole damn neighborhood. They A-rabs or summat � I seen �em good. They new here, I think they up to no good. You hear me?�
�I do, ma�am. So it�s not a domestic? More like a � disturbance?� Maitland hid the fact he was pleased. Probably going nowhere, but it was another stat.
The old lady looked sheepish. �That�s right � a disturbance. They sure disturbin� me! You know what I think?� The woman beckoned Maitland closer so she could whisper. �I think they making a bomb.�
Maitland forced back a smile. �Why, thank you, ma�am � we�ll look into it.�
The old lady, looking satisfied, nodded, had another look around and shut the door. Maitland turned to Martinez. �God help me!�
�Are we taking this further, Officer Maitland?�
�It�s near the end of the second quarter, you know what that means?�
Martinez shook his head.
�It means every uniform better have his quota filled otherwise the white shirts will kick your ass. You heard that old lady � she said the �b� word. Gives us a reason to take a look in number twenty-five, occupants there or not. So pull your piece, we�re going in.�
Outside number twenty-five Maitland, gun drawn, hammered three times on the door. �NYPD, open up.� No reply. He knocked harder. The door opened. A man stood there, with Middle Eastern looks, twenty something, short black curly hair with what appeared to be a week�s growth of sparse facial hair. Martinez remembered the drill. Details� note the details for the inevitable paperwork. Dressed in a faded black T-shirt hanging out over a pair of blue jeans. As the man�s eyes focused on the two gun barrels pointing at him, his eyes widened.
�Back up now.� Maitland took control. The man raised his arms and shuffled backwards. Maitland entered followed by the rookie; they visually searched the main living area for the other occupant.
�Where�s the other guy? Is there anyone else here?�
�No, sir, just me.�
�Turn around, back to me, keep your hands up.� Maitland kept his Glock trained on the man with one hand while he expertly patted him down. �Martinez, search the place.�
The living area was sparse but tidy � there was one couch and a small coffee-type table, with a pitcher of water and a hair comb. The floor was carpeted; a smallish dyed rug lay beside the table skewwhiff to the walls and couch.
�Officer, I�ve done nothing wrong.� The accent was American.
�Turn around, place your hands down by your sides.�
Martinez was back, a quick shake of his head. The other rooms were clear. �No one else.�
Holstering his weapon, Maitland spoke to the man. �There�s been a complaint made � excess noise. You live here alone?�
�No, sir, I share the apartment with a friend.�
�Friend� really. So how is it we get complaints about this place?�
�I� I am very sorry, sir, sometimes our prayers upset the neighbors, they don�t understand.�
Maitland walked past the man towards the kitchen. This job was going nowhere. The man was nervous but polite, and spoke like an American. So either born here or been here a while. Long enough to know the score. Didn�t look the type to be forced into losing his temper so he could be cuffed. Even the kitchen area was tidy. He could see a large pot of water on the stove. Probably preparing for the next meal. His eyes canvassed the rest of the room � the stainless steel bench top was clear save for a brown paper mail wrapper, which had been emptied and flattened out, ready for the trash. Postage stamps showed it had come from overseas. His nephew collected stamps, these were real colorful. He thought briefly about asking if he could take them. Aarrgh, another day. Above the kitchen sink a small window looked out onto the bleak wall of a neighboring unit. Piss all view. Below the window, on the sill, were four clear plastic lids. There was something nasty growing in them. He turned his nose up. �You need to do some cleaning.� As he spoke he turned back towards the man. Metal clinked as his foot inadvertently knocked over some cans, which went sprawling across the vinyl floor. �Shit.� Looking down, Maitland saw he had just kicked over a half � dozen or so cans of spray-on deodorant.
The man in the center of the living area swallowed hard. He felt a cold trickle of sweat run down inside his shirt.
�Martinez, take the man�s details.�
Pulling out his notebook Martinez started to write. �What�s your name?�
�Yusuf al-Nasseri, sir.�
�Name of the other guy who lives here.�
�His name�s Bashir Zuabi.�
�What sorta names are those?� Maitland interrupted, frowning as he saw Martinez hesitate. How the fuck do you spell that? he thought.
�They�re Syrian, sir.�
Officer Maitland looked al-Nasseri up and down. Another fuckin� import.
With the necessary details taken, Maitland nodded to the rookie. Time to leave. At the doorway he looked back at the man still standing in the middle of the living room. �I suggest you keep those prayers down, or we�ll be back.�
�Those damn stairs again,� he muttered, to no one in particular.
Out on the sidewalk Maitland spoke to Martinez. �No bomb-making equipment I could see there, you find any in the other rooms?�
�No, Officer Maitland, nothing.�
�Like I told you � another stat for the quarter. That�s what it�s all about boy, get back to the station, write it up, sign it off then it gets buried.� A few more paces down the road Maitland said thoughtfully, �That filthy stuff growing in those lids, above the kitchen sink� everything else was clean� they seemed kinda out of place��
�Those were petri dishes, Officer Maitland.�
�Say what? OK, Professor, and what the shit do you do with peetree dishes?�
�Grow things in them, like cultures.�
Maitland�s knowledge of science precluded him from entering into any form of educated discussion. �Like what? You saying they�re making that furry stuff to eat?�
�Could be something like� yogurt gone wrong.�
�Well, that rag-head can grow yogurt if he likes. Me? I get mine from a store.�

Chapter Two

�Ladies and gentlemen, and I use that phrase very loosely indeed��
A howl of protest came from the auditorium.
�We are most fortunate, indeed honored, to entertain in our hallowed halls one of the most dynamic, knowledgeable and illuminating scientists in her field of expertise.� Professor Martin Jennian-Jones paused. Festooned in a bright tweed sportscoat, unbuttoned to allow for the ample proportions of his abdomen to settle comfortably over his corduroy trousers, his voice boomed around the lecture hall. With a round jovial face capped with wavy salt and pepper-colored hair and a large unruly reddish beard and generous mustache, his was a larger than life personality. �Our eminent guest, my dear fellows, is profoundly qualified to raise the bar�� With an exaggerated movement he raised one arm high above his head. �� of your inquiring young minds to the festering world of bioterrorism, the �poor man�s nuke�.� The professor reached out his large puffy hand and rested it on the lectern beside him. �With a doctorate in bio-pharmaceutics from our own honored institution, an extensive pedigree of employment at the likes of Plum Island, New York and the Institute of Integrative Biology in Zurich to name a few; I give to you lowly and undeserving students of War Studies from the School of Social Science and Public Policy, Dr. Evangeline Crawston.� Professor Jennian-Jones extended his hand in welcome to the woman standing off to the side of the theatre, indicating it was time to make her way to the lectern.
Loud applause erupted from the forty or so mainly male students, together with a lone wolf whistle from somewhere near the elevated seats of the back row.
�Down, gentlemen, respectful clapping is quite sufficient,� interjected the professor.
Evangeline Crawston glided over to center stage. Her knee-length gray skirt with long tailored jacket over a crisp white blouse failed to hide her feminine curves. The heels of her stylish dark-gray Italian court shoes emphasized the graceful curves of her calves, her long, thick auburn hair bounced with each purposeful step, catching the light. Every red-blooded male in the lecture room watched as she slid smoothly behind the lectern, skillfully adjusted the microphone and acknowledged her gracious welcome. �Well now� I certainly have a lot to live up to after that wonderful introduction, thank you, Professor Jennian-Jones.� As she gazed out at the students ranged before her, Evangeline smiled at the thought of the full circle she had come. �I am indeed honored to be here. Now, can you all hear me?� An affirmative murmur came from the audience. �I must confess, the last time I was in this room was at least ten years ago. I was sitting, just like you, listening to some boring lecture on something or another. I shall do my best not to inflict anything similar on you.� There was an almost unanimous shaking of heads; no one was bored.
�Now, the Concise Oxford English Dictionary, the stalwart bastion of our language, describes bioterrorism as, quote, the use of infectious agents or other harmful biological or biochemical substances as weapons of terrorism, end of quote. Let us be clear � a bioterrorist event is first and foremost a terrorist attack.�
Evangeline paused for effect, and looked around the lecture theatre. A large grandiose room with a high ceiling, rows of maroon cloth-covered seats that folded back when not in use rose incrementally higher the further back they went. A mezzanine floor with further seating was accessed by stairs either side of the room. While the professor had been introducing her, Evangeline gazed up at the Roman column-like structures behind the lectern area, rising majestically to the towering ceiling above; she always admired them. Out of the corner of her eye, as she was about to continue speaking, Evangeline noticed a tall man, obviously not a student, discreetly making his way up the stairs to the mezzanine seating.
Matt Lilburn seated himself down in the center front row. Glancing at his watch, adjusted for daylight-saving time in England, the American leaned forward, resting his elbows on the English beech wooden writing platform, which spanned the length of each row of seats. Unaccustomed to varsity lecture rooms, he felt uneasy. Looking down at the speaker, he realised for the first time how beautiful the subject of his hurried trip was � and allowed himself a small smile. Better than I thought!
�So, now we explore the world of the �poor man�s nuke�,� Evangeline continued. �I would like to provide you with some history of bioterrorism and the use of biological weapons. Here is a question for you � just shout out an answer if you know, I won�t put you through the indignity of raising your hand� after all, I might think you wish to use the WC.� An amused mixture of giggles and laughter rose from the students. �Right, who knows when bioterrorism was first deployed? Anyone?�
�In 1995, the sarin nerve gas attack in Tokyo.� A lone voice from the middle seats.
�No. Good try though, much earlier than that. Anyone else?�
�Early nineties � my little brother used to gas me all the time.� The theatre roared with laughter. A student from a row above leaned forward to the young man below who had called out and gave him a friendly cuff about the ears.
Evangeline smiled. �I see nothing has changed. My goodness, I hope there were no long-term effects?� More hearty laughter.
�Any more guesses? No? Right then, let me blow your minds.� Two male students sitting side by side quickly looked at each other and raised their eyebrows; both had exactly the same thought, but it wasn�t their minds she was blowing.
�Biological warfare has been in use for centuries. In the mid-1700s, during the French and Indian war, the English general Sir Jeffrey Amherst gave smallpox-laced blankets and handkerchiefs to Native Americans loyal to the French, which led to a later successful British attack on a French fort. And even before that, in 1710 Russian troops hurled plague-infected corpses over the city walls of Reval during the war with Sweden. But wait, there�s more! In 1347, plague-infected corpses were used in a similar way during the siege of Caffa in Crimea by the Tartars. So bio-warfare and the use of biological weapons certainly aren�t new��
Evangeline paused for a sip of the bottled water thoughtfully provided.
�So, now we come to the why and when. Why has biological warfare slash terrorism been used in the history of mankind and when will it be used again?� Evangeline paused again, this time for effect. �The short answer is we don�t know. Confucius famously said: �Study the past, if you would divine the future.� In plain English, it will happen again.�
Professor Jennian-Jones boomed from his seat to the left of center stage, �Well said, Dr. Crawston, well said indeed.� Turning to the students he continued, �Precisely why it is critically important that you learn from the past so you may conquer the future.� He turned back to Dr. Crawston and apologized to her in a quieter voice, �Sorry, my dear, please do carry on.�
Evangeline smiled and returned to her lecture. �The why is easy to explain. I gave a hint before. Can anyone recall?� Evangeline cast her eyes over her now attentive audience.
A young lady put up her hand then quickly withdrew it, remembering the earlier admonition about going to the toilet. �Would it be your referring to the poor man�s nuke, Dr. Crawston?�
�Yes, well done. The �poor man�s nuke� was a phrase coined to emphasize how a relatively small amount of a bacterium such as Bacillus anthracis, if released into the right place, can kill as many people as a comparably sized nuclear device, for a fraction of the cost.�
The war studies students of King�s College weren�t the only ones impressed by her arresting rhetoric. As he watched, Matt Lilburn could see why his superiors had requested that he obtain her assistance.
�So who are these countries or individuals with both the knowledge and willingness to carry out biological warfare? We already know Iraq was certainly willing, we also have Iran, Israel, Libya, Syria and let�s not forget China, North Korea and Taiwan.�
�What about the United States and Russia?�
�Ah, good point. We hope not. In 1972 both the Cold War powers signed the Convention on the Prohibition of the Development, Production and Stockpiling of Bacteriological (Biological) and Toxin Weapons and on Their Destruction � or BTWC for those of you taking notes � and declared all their stocks of these weapons had been destroyed. Like you, I can only hope this is the case. But countries aren�t the only threats, individuals can be just as dangerous. However, it�s more likely the threat will be organizations, particularly religious groups.� Evangeline paused. �Are there any Americans here?� No one replied, the room remained silent. Lilburn slowly moved back in his seat, suddenly feeling conspicuous. �If there was someone here from America, what do you think would be the first organization to spring to mind?�
�Al-Qaeda.�
Lilburn shifted uneasily in his seat.
* * *
�Now, may I inquire what the time is please?� Evangeline looked to the professor, her cue to bring the lecture to an end.
Jennian-Jones had risen from his chair and was making his way towards Evangeline, smiling broadly. �Bravo, bravo. I must say that was an enlightening and thought-provoking lecture, Dr. Crawston, a real humdinger, if I may borrow that term from our friends across the Atlantic.� The professor shook her hand. �Marvelous, my dear.� His large frame turned to the students. �But not nearly long enough, don�t you agree?� There was unanimous agreement from the students.
�I most wholeheartedly concur. Alas, I�m afraid, time constraints have not allowed us to hear more from the esteemed Dr. Crawston. Now � say thank you nicely, boys and girls!�
Tumultuous applause followed, then the audience gradually broke up, chattering loudly as they gathered their belongings and left the theatre. Lilburn walked swiftly back down the stairs from the mezzanine; he needed to talk to Dr. Crawston.
The professor and the doctor were talking to each other as he approached. Evangeline couldn�t help noticing the tall, handsome stranger she had seen earlier approaching. Casually dressed and wearing a brown leather bomber-style jacket, the man had a look of the military about him.
�Please excuse me for interrupting, Professor, Dr. Crawston.�
�My good man, I didn�t notice you there!� Jennian-Jones was taken by surprise. �May I be of assistance?�
�May I have a word with Dr. Crawston?�
�Certainly, old chap. I must dash anyway � another lecture. My dear Evangeline, it was lovely seeing you again and I will be in touch.� With that the professor hurried away, and Lilburn turned his attention to Dr. Crawston.
Evangeline was curious� and looked coolly at the stranger. Closer up, she could see he was in his early thirties. She raised an eyebrow. �And I thought there weren�t any Americans in the room?�
Caught out. His accent. �Ah, yes� I have to confess I didn�t want to intrude on your lecture. I�m not a student��
�Really! I would never have noticed. So why are you here, Mr��
�Lilburn, Matt Lilburn. Homeland Security, Dr. Crawston. Please call me Matt.�
�Hello, Matt. And you must call me Evangeline.� Homeland Security?
�I need to speak to you urgently� is there somewhere we could talk privately?�
While Evangeline had business to attend, there was nothing urgent. �One would assume an American drinks coffee?�
�I�ve been known to have a coffee or two.�
�Arabica or Robusta?�
The reference to coffee beans was lost on Lilburn. �Instant, nice and fresh, straight from the jar.�
Evangeline giggled. As her face lit up, Lilburn couldn�t help noticing her perfect English complexion. God, she was beautiful.
�I�ll tell you what, Matt. I know this wonderful coffee house not far from here, they make the most delightful coffee, and it would be perfect for a� meeting. Would you care to join me?�
�Lead the way, ma�am.�
* * *
Evangeline guided Lilburn through the cobbled streets, a maze of majestic buildings, and a mixture of old and new.
�Are you interested in history?�
Lilburn had no inclination to put himself offside with his assignment. �For sure.�
�I am, I can almost feel the presence of the people who have walked here before me. Did you know this university is the third oldest in England?�
�No.� Lilburn wasn�t great on small talk.
�Yes, King�s College was first established in 1829 on the banks of the River Thames. Many famous people have graduated here� Clarke, Hopkins, Maugham.� Evangeline glanced towards her new acquaintance; famous alumni and grand architecture clearly hadn�t had the same effect on the American by her side � otherwise he would have reacted to her clearly false description. So he had no knowledge of who she had mentioned. Not an academic. Evangeline decided to stroke his pride with a name he must know. �And of course the Archbishop Emeritus of Cape Town, Desmond Tutu, is also a King�s alumnus.�
Evangeline could almost see the relief on his face when he finally recognized a name. �Really? No, I didn�t know that� you don�t say.�
Five minutes later, after walking down the Strand with its tall gray buildings, mostly black London taxis and red double-decker buses, Lilburn longed for a less claustrophobic atmosphere.
�Here we are, my all-time favorite coffee house.� Evangeline entered the doorway leading Lilburn into an older caf� with a rich aroma of freshly ground coffee. A waiter with a strong Italian accent immediately greeted Evangeline. �Dottoressa Evangelina, magnifico! Whata surprise to see you again! Ah bella, it has been much too long!�
�Alessio,� Evangeline dipped a shoulder and gave a delightful laugh. �How wonderful to see you again. I couldn�t possibly visit King�s without some of your intoxicating coffee.�
�Come, come, I have your table ready.� Alessio yelled out an instruction in Italian to a waiter who quickly cleared a table for two next to a window looking out to the street. �I see you �ave brought a friend.� Alessio politely nodded to Lilburn. �Have you taken Alessio�s advice and formed a collegamento romantic?�
�Alessio Bavetta! This is a new conoscente professional, I�ll have you know.�
�I canna but try. Welcome, welcome.� Alessio showed his guests to the table, and with gentlemanly aplomb helped Evangeline into her chair. �It is a pleasure to meet one of Dottoressa Evangelina�s professional acquaintances.�
�Matt Lilburn. Thank you.�
�Ah, an Americano. Please, let Alessio offer you a special coffee, roasted this morning.�
Evangeline cocked an ear. �What special delight do you have for us today? I hope you�re not slipping and purchasing Robusta��
�Evangelina! That word is forbidden here,� he waved a finger in jest to his favorite patron. �I have acquired�� He leaned in to Evangeline and whispered, �I have acquired beans from none other than Napoleon�s own trees, the ones he planted at St Helena, the world�s most isolated island. They are magnifico.�
�You didn�t?�
Alessio looked pleased with himself, �Si, bella � and for you and your friend, I will brew them myself.� Without waiting for a reply, he left them to it, as he hurried away to do what he did best: make the finest coffee from arguably some of the world�s most expensive beans.
�I can�t believe it!� Evangeline was beaming, �Napoleonic coffee! Now you must have heard of him!�
�Like Napoleon as in Bonaparte?�
�The one and only. You are about to taste the ambrosial delight of real coffee.�
Lilburn had been briefed that as well as being one of the leading authorities in her field, her work at Plum Island considered among her peers to be exceptionally well researched and enlightening, Dr. Crawston was also known to be a coffee connoisseur. Not that he was here to smell the coffee. Plum Island, eight hundred and forty acres of near flat land one and a half miles off Long Island was the reason. One hundred miles from New York City. Named after the abundance of Black Plum shrubs that cover it, and home to the Animal Disease Center of New York, run by Homeland Security.
�So, Mr. Lilburn, I am still utterly intrigued as to why you need to talk to me.�
�What I am about to tell you is highly confidential.� Looking around to see no one else was in earshot, he continued. �The United States has a situation� a critical situation and I�ve been instructed to ask for your assistance.�
Evangeline sat back in her chair. The man sitting before her now had her professional attention. �Before we go any further, I must ask to see identification.�
�Of course � I wouldn�t have expected anything else.� Lilburn removed his wallet from his rear pocket. Taking out an identification card, he placed it on the table.
�Thank you.� Evangeline looked at the dark-blue card. Along with a rather unflattering photo of the man before her was the emblem of an American eagle with outstretched wings. The wings were breaking through a red ring into an outer white ring containing the words US Department of Homeland Security. One talon held an olive branch with thirteen leaves and thirteen seeds, the other talon held thirteen arrows.
Laying the card back on the table, Evangeline carefully slid it back to Lilburn. �Thank you. Now, how may I assist?�
�We believe an attack on American soil is about to take place � the intelligence is reliable, and our leaders are concerned, to the highest level. While we�re short on specifics the best we can assume is that the attack will be deployed as a disease, and is imminent.�
Scenarios played out in Evangeline�s mind � none of them good. The use of a disease, a biological attack, it could happen anywhere with devastating consequences. �Do we know what disease will be used?�
�We believe it will be foot-and-mouth.�
Foot-and-mouth disease, a highly infectious and sometimes fatal virus affecting cloven-hoofed animals. She might have known.
Clearly he was reading her face. �You don�t seem surprised.�
�I�m not. You sat in on my lecture � it was only a matter of time. Not if but when � remember? We all have a problem; a serious problem.�
With obvious pride, Alessio Bavetta chose that moment to reverently lay two ornately decorated cups of coffee before his guests. Taking a step back he stood with a broad grin, hands linked together in front of him, silent.
Not wishing to upset the moment for her friend, Evangeline briefly allowed herself to transform back to the English rose he expected. �Alessio, the aromatics are divine.� The aroma wafted up from the porcelain cups and she inhaled with a connoisseur�s nose. �The very elixir of life!� Evangeline savored the hot liquid in her mouth, then swallowed. �Mmm� The flavors are so complex. The body tastes full� the aftertaste lingering. Thank you, Alessio, you have made a simple girl happy.�
�Grazie, cara, grazie.� Satisfied, Bavetta bowed and left them to their conversation.
Lilburn took a few mouthfuls of his coffee. He nodded in appreciation. �Not bad, for England.�
�Back to business.� Evangeline brought the conversation back to reality. �Are you aware of the implications for your country if foot-and-mouth is discovered in your livestock?�
Placing his cup of coffee down on the table Lilburn grimaced. �Millions of dollars in lost trade, headache for ranchers, a real pain in the butt.�
�Try billions, perhaps somewhere from fifty to sixty billion.�
�Jesus Christ!� The intelligence gathered about the attack was literally only days old, the assignment to collect Evangeline less than that. The full implications of what they were dealing with had yet to filter down to officers in the field. �Are you ready for a little plane trip?�
�When do we leave?�
Glancing at his watch, Lilburn looked back up to Evangeline. �The plane leaves in just over two hours. All you need is your passport. We�ll take care of the rest. Even buy you some new clothes.�
Evangeline smiled. �Let�s do it.�

Chapter Three

Rafah, in Palestine, is the southernmost city within the Gaza Strip along the border with Egypt, that contentious strip of land sandwiched between the Mediterranean Sea, Egypt and Israel. One hundred and forty-one square miles of military and political upheaval.
The hot, dry and sandy khamsin winds whipped through Adham Murtaja�s thin jacket as he corralled one third of his cattle into the iron-railed yard. The twelve animals quietly settled in, used to human contact. The veterinarian was due in thirty minutes� to confirm what Murtaja already knew. Some of the cattle were noticeably drooling from their mouths and hobbling on sore hooves, others also had further signs of lesions around their mouths and on their tongues. Murtaja knew of other farmers whose cattle carried the same sickness; for him it was a double-edged sword. Looking at his sole form of income, he stood resolute in what he was now about to do. The cause was great, the infidels must suffer.
Reaching into his jacket pocket he took out a small plastic cylinder container and unscrewed the lid. The somber beast nearest him stood motionless as he approached and stroked her large bony head. Her lips and the top of her front feet bore scabs from the infectious disease. With bare hands, Murtaja picked the scabs and placed the clotted vile material that oozed out into the container, along with some of the cow�s saliva. He slowly screwed the lid back on, his thoughts on the thousands of miles the material would cross and the damage that it would do. Murtaja brought the container up to his face and lightly touched it with his lips, at the same time closing his eyes and silently reciting a prayer. The container was then safely placed back into his jacket.
* * *
Major Anas Abadi looked over the city of Damascus from his observation point on top of the terrace, now pock-holed with shrapnel. The building used to be a hotel � it seemed a very long time ago. His fight was against the army he had served in for the last eighteen years. Since defecting, two months ago, along with a score of fellow soldiers, he had joined the Free Syrian Army (FSA) fighting in the revolution for a democratic system. It didn�t please him to see his beloved Damascus, one of the oldest cities in the world, being pummeled with mortars, rocket fire and machine-guns. It didn�t please him that the man standing next to him, fighting alongside the FSA, was a member of one of the world�s most extremist radical Islamic groups, the Takfir wal-Hijra. Glancing at the younger man he thought of the African proverb: �When there is no enemy within, the enemies outside cannot hurt you.� He knew hurt. Along with the other commanders, he had joined in the disquiet shared only between themselves, about the presence of these Islamists and others like them, taking over their revolution; they feared it would get out of their control, their path to democracy.
The current object of his disquiet, Karam Azrak, had little time for authority, little time for the major, little time for Muslims who didn�t believe with the same fervor he did and no time for Westerners, especially Americans. He suddenly lurched forward and leapt up onto the solid balustrade. Though six stories above the rubble-littered street below, Azrak nimbly retained his balance. Bringing his AK-47 up to a firing position at his hip, he screamed out at the top of his voice �Allahu akbar!�, God is great, before letting off a stream of automatic fire into the distance. Pleased with himself and his act of theatrical bravado in front of the other man, he jumped back down to the rooftop and stared at Major Abadi with arrogant disdain. Unable to tolerate the fool any more, Abadi abruptly turned and left.
A mobile phone rang. Watching the major disappearing down the rooftop stairs, Azrak reached into the breast pocket of his dirty camouflage shirt and grabbed the phone. He recognized the number on the screen. The call pleased him. He hung up without a word. Alone on the rooftop he thrust his weapon into the air in one hand and yelled out �Allahu akbar! Allahu akbar! Allahu akbar!� The parcel he had been waiting for had arrived at Al-Zabadani, northwest of Damascus. With good speed he could be there in just over an hour; inshallah � Allah willing.
As Azrak made his way around fallen white marble statues that used to adorn the foyer of the once palatial hotel, he tapped a comrade on the shoulder and uttered the words, �It�s here, time to leave.� The comrade, in jeans, black T-shirt and sneakers, gathered up his own AK-47 and the set of keys to the van outside. He would drive like sand over the dunes in a storm.
Despite his intentions, the trip to Al-Zabadani, which would normally have taken about three quarters of an hour, took three times as long, with fighting between pro � and anti-government factions. For Azrak, the parcel was worth dodging bullets, the risk of mortar bombs and the possibility of death. He thanked Allah again, this time for keeping the postal service running during the chaos. Surely the war couldn�t last much longer � each day the battles intensified. Time was of the essence, both for the continuation of the postal service and the viability of what was within the precious parcel.
The comrade, also a member of Takfir wal-Hijra, drove the battered white van with the dexterity of a dodgem car racer. In the passenger seat, Azrak gripped the frame of the open window with one hand while holding his weapon with the other, his eyes continually scanning for trouble. There were few other vehicles on the streets in this area of Damascus; those he saw were either damaged beyond repair or their drivers were driving at equally breakneck speeds. There were basically only two kinds of roads � ones that were passable and ones that were not. The latter were either under so much fire it was suicide to go on them or made impassable by the rubble from shelled buildings. Azrak and his driver knew which streets were still open.
Looking up through the dust to the tops of buildings left standing, Azrak could see smoke plumes covering the city. The driver took a fast and sharp left turn, throwing him hard up against the door. As a group of unarmed men dashed across the road to cover in front of them, the driver revved the van�s engine, changing from second to third gear. A crumpled body lay in the middle of the road between two burnt out cars; one car, lying on its roof, skewed around so its still-flaming engine was nearly touching the corpse. Azrak�s driver had no choice. The van veered between the cars, its path straight towards the dead man. The van lurched upwards as it traveled over the body; a speed bump in the road of death. Another sharp turn to the left, this time the road was blocked by more armed men and mortars. The van screeched to a halt, weapons were aimed at them. A loud exchange of words, then acknowledgment they were on the same side. The six Saudi Arabian-supplied 120 mm mortars weren�t going anywhere, so the van had to reverse. Azrak watched the mortar men as his van reversed. Bombs were released into the tubes by pulling cords attached to clips on the bombs, allowing the deadly load to slide backwards to the firing pin at the base. Two mortars whoomphed as they propelled their ammunition, the trajectory only just missing the tops of the buildings in front of them; the mortars themselves bucked with the force of spewing out the bombs, only staying upright due to heavy sandbagging of the base plates and bipods. Azrak silently willed success to the bombs, invoking Allah to rain terror on his enemies.
The street-to-street fighting was less intense the further they traveled; the area was under FSA control. The van gained speed through the streets and entered one of the main roads leading towards Al-Zabadani. The arterial route was a wide six-lane road, divided down the middle with iron fencing, street lights and shell-shredded palm trees. There was more traffic here, cars, trucks and motorcycles bustled along. Azrak heard a loud thump, then another. The government forces were employing their own mortar attack. Suddenly a mortar round exploded twenty yards away. Azrak�s driver instinctively swerved the van to avoid the hot shrapnel which radiated out from the impact. Another explosion. This time it was closer. The driver had no time to react. Metal fragments tore into the side of his head and body, the van altered course and veered across the road before coming to an abrupt halt after colliding with a truck going in the same direction. Azrak took a blow to the head as he hit the roof strut. The engine stalled as the van, still in gear, had nowhere to go. With half the driver�s head scattered over the cab and himself, it took only seconds to react. Azrak pushed his door open, thankful he was unhurt and ran to the driver�s side. After two desperate attempts the driver�s door opened and his limp body fell to the ground. All praise and glory be to Allah. Removing the body away from the van�s wheels, Azrak seated himself, his buttocks sliding on the blood-drenched seat. There was no time to waste.
Driving at speed, Azrak made it to his destination without further incident. The death of his fellow fighter, an arm�s length away, was a small price to pay and now nothing more than a memory. Already it was stored away, with similar memories.
Azrak entered his brother�s house, where he exchanged a quick greeting. �It is here?�
�Yes, praise Allah, it has arrived.�
The full-bearded Mubarak Azrak wore the traditional jalabiya, a long white collarless gown. He reached for the small brown package on the table and handed it to his younger brother, who took it gently.
�We must hurry � it must be on its way tonight. For now it lives but should it die, we die with it. Allahu akbar.�
�Allahu akbar.�
Azrak took a knife from a bloodied pocket and slit the package open revealing a plastic cylinder. Holding it up to better light, he looked inside at the grungy scabby contents and smiled.
�First we must fold the keffiyeh inside the paper.� Azrak took the red and white checkered head scarf and wrapped it in brown paper.
�Do you have the tape?�
�Yes.� Mubarak took a strip of brown packing tape and cut off a two-foot length. Taking care not to stick the strip to himself, he laid it on the table sticky side up. Karam then unscrewed the plastic container and upended the mucus-covered scabs onto the wooden table. Taking his knife he carefully cut up the scabs, one by one, until they were the finest particles he could make. Once he had completed the cutting he used the flat blade of his knife to take up minute pieces of scab and with the utmost care, placed them along the sticky side of the tape � spacing them out along its full length. He carefully scraped up any mucus still on the table and in the plastic container, and placed it on the tape as well. Not a scrap was wasted.
�Now for our gift � place it on top of the tape.�
Mubarak lifted up the wrapped keffiyeh and carried out the instructions. The older brother took over and finished wrapping the parcel with the now disease-ridden tape. Another layer of brown paper was used to cover the parcel and this was taped up, this time with clean tape. Azrak wrote the name and address of the person would receive this precious cargo; Bashir Zuabi of Bedford-Stuyvesant, Brooklyn, New York, USA.
�Hopefully, with Allah�s help, the infidels will not discover our hidden surprise. The cattle�s gift to us has been spread so thinly I think it will not be noticed. Come, Mubarak, before we post our gift let us rejoice! Bring out the nargileh, my brother.�
Mubarak left the room, returning with the water pipe.

Chapter Four

The American Airlines Boeing triple seven touched down at the John F. Kennedy International Airport in the early afternoon, New York time. Lilburn and Dr. Crawston were met by an officer of Homeland Security who whisked the pair through Customs, cutting red tape.
It was seven degrees Fahrenheit warmer than London. Springtime in New York was a perfect time to visit: the summer crowds had yet to arrive, it was warm enough to enjoy the outdoors yet cool enough to be comfortable. New Yorkers warmed to the change in conditions, and Central Park was busy, with thousands taking in the relaxed atmosphere of its eight hundred and forty three acres of paths, lakes and open spaces; a blissful retreat from the hustle and bustle of the inner city.
The pilot of the EC120 five-seater helicopter had already set the rotors in action warming up for his flight to Albany, an hour away. The jet black helicopter with its distinctive shrouded tail rotor, looking like a ducted fan, waited patiently for its V.I.P. passengers.
The downdraft of the whirling noisy rotors plucked at Evangeline�s jacket.
�Take this first seat here, ma�am, buckle in and enjoy the flight.� The pilot helped Evangeline into the rear of the cockpit as Lilburn entered from the door opposite.
�Slightly different from the last aircraft, I must say,� Evangeline raised her voice to compensate for the noise of the helicopter.
Lilburn pointed at the headset. �Put the headset on, it�ll be easier to hear.�
Adjusting the set to sit comfortably on her head, Evangeline spoke into the mike. �How�s that?�
�Much better, these choppers are very quiet but it still helps to wear the set. Once the pilot gets in and shuts his door it�ll be better still. Now what was that you said?�
�I was saying before that this is totally different from the last aircraft.�
Lilburn nodded. He didn�t do small talk.
With everyone buckled in the pilot throttled up and the helicopter lifted off the ground, spun forty-five degrees then headed skyward, in a northerly direction.
Lilburn looked out the window over his left shoulder, past Evangeline, towards the west. As they started to gain altitude, he could see the Atlantic Ocean falling away from sight, the rooftops and spires of Brooklyn growing smaller and smaller.
The helicopter flew a direct route to Albany. From her seat Evangeline watched the city�s suburbs pass by opening to the green forests and pastures further inland, past beautiful blue expanses of lakes and the mighty Hudson River which they seemed to follow, past the state borders of Connecticut and Massachusetts in the distance.
�Landing in ten minutes, folks.� The pilot interrupted their respective thoughts.
Albany, the capital of the state of New York, appeared before them. Sitting on the west bank of the Hudson River, the CBD was dominated by a small group of tall buildings, whose presence reigns over the surrounding area. Approximately three miles northwest, the headquarters of The Division of Homeland Security and Emergency Services sat next to Washington Avenue. The EC120 touched down on one of its many rooftop landing pads.
Lilburn unbuckled his safety belt. �Follow me; someone will take care of your bag.�
Inside the third floor artificial lighting illuminated the large central command center, where the masses of intelligence gathered was correlated, formalizing the countermeasures and disseminating the result as instructions to agents in the field. Only problem was, for this specific mobilization there was very little intelligence to go on.
The operations room was crowded, and humming. The room was a hive of activity with men and women talking on telephones, computers and headsets. Large inbuilt screens along one of the walls showed maps, others appeared to be transparent glass, coated with polymer film, providing interactive touch screens, with people in front of them, discussing their contents in muted, intense tones.
A short stout man in his sixties with an air of authority looked up, alerted to their arrival. He nodded, finished what he was saying to the group around him, then approached them, his hands extended. �Good to see you made it, Matt. I would have been pulling my hair out, if I had any, if you hadn�t brought back the good doctor.� Allan Hall was at least five inches shorter than Lilburn, but inch for inch emanated the power of a rhinoceros in full charge� with a thick skin to match.
�Director, I would like to introduce Dr. Evangeline Crawston. Dr. Crawston, Allan Hall, Director of Counter Terrorism.�
�So pleased to meet you.� Evangeline offered her hand.
�Good firm grip, I like that in a lady!� The director�s voice was deep and gravelly. �Come with me � I want to introduce you to our Director of Emergency Management.� Director Hall spun around and proceeded to one of the interactive screens, barking out an instruction to a staff member as he walked. Evangeline found herself having to quicken her steps to keep up.
�Suzanna!� A woman of similar stature to Evangeline but at least fifteen years older stood standing, her arms crossed, staring at the screen. Upon hearing her name she turned towards them. �Dr. Evangeline Crawston, Director��
�Yes, Allan, I know. Dr. Crawston.� Director Lopez looked Evangeline over with critical eyes, her arms remaining folded.
Evangeline felt as if she�d just been introduced to the back end of a brick wall. The coldness within the director�s dark eyes was a surprise. Alert now, she extended her own hand in greeting. A challenge.
Director Lopez ignored her and turned back to the screen. �Allan, we have a problem. It�s simply impossible to decide where we should deploy our resources!� Lopez sounded frustrated.
�Tell me something I don�t know.� Hall�s eyes had narrowed at the little scene. He turned to Lilburn. �Go see Jones over there, he�s sorted out accommodation for Dr. Crawston, grab a quick coffee and a bite and be back here in fifteen.�
�Yes, sir,� Lilburn gently touched Evangeline�s upper arm and indicated she should accompany him. Following Lilburn�s prompt, Evangeline turned away from Director Lopez, who was steadfastly ignoring her. She was introduced to the officer, who provided her with the details of her accommodation and transport to a local hotel, after which she and Lilburn continued down to the staff cafeteria.
The coffee came from a machine, was thick, black and tasted like tar. Evangeline screwed up her nose and pushed the paper cup aside. Matt laughed, and fetched her a bottle of water.
�So you�ve now met the two senior players. What do you think?�
�I�m sure they�re extremely good at their jobs. Director Lopez is� interesting.�
Lilburn gave a short chuckle. �Interesting is right. I don�t know a lot about them� other than by reputation. I�ve met Director Hall before on a couple of assignments. Lopez I�ve only heard about.� Lilburn took a sip of his coffee. Tasted fine to him. �I was seconded here two days ago. I�m based elsewhere, and rarely get to come to headquarters I was given a briefing and the next thing I�m on a plane for London to bring you back. From here on in I�ll be working in close support.�
�And how were you so lucky to get to be my babysitter? Where does your skill set lie?�
�Guess you�ll just have to wait and see.� Lilburn spun his paper cup around on the table with one finger. �At some point all the intelligence and speculation about what we�re dealing with will spill out from the ops room. If I have any strengths, then it�s out there in the big wide world. I much prefer it.�
�Mmm.� Evangeline smiled. �I need more information. Shall we go back into the lion�s den and find out what your country really knows?�
Reluctantly Lilburn agreed. Here he was going to have to take a back seat and let others take the lead. And that didn�t come easy.
�Good, you�re back.� Director Hall saw them reappear in the ops room, and Lilburn knew he�d been waiting. �Matt, take Dr. Crawston to the meeting room over there, I�ll just grab Director Lopez and meet you inside. We need to get the doctor up to speed.�
A closed door led to a small room, uncluttered except for a meeting table, chairs and conferencing technology. It wasn�t long before Hall and Lopez entered, shutting the door behind them. Evangeline and Lilburn were already seated.
�Let�s get into it.� Hall took the lead. �Doctor, let me expand on what you will have already been told. A couple of days ago we received reports a virulent unnamed disease was going to be released somewhere within the States, which would cause significant disruption and damage to our economy. The information came from Israeli Intelligence; and at this stage we have no reason to doubt its veracity. We�ve since learned the disease is probably foot-and-mouth. As I speak, agents are crossing the border into Rafah, located in the Gaza Strip. Apparently they know the exact place where the virus is coming from. Don�t ask me how or why � that�s between the President of the United States and his Israeli counterpart. Any questions so far, Dr. Crawston?�
�Is the virus in the States right now?� Evangeline had leaned forward slightly.
�Don�t know, we just don�t damn well know!� The frustration was clear in the director�s voice. �We need you to start an immediate profile on the terrorists.�
Evangeline nodded; she had already done some thinking on the flight. �We have a starting point. If we assume the intelligence is correct and the virus does indeed originate from the Gaza Strip, that fits what we already know, giving a high degree of possibility. Recently, with the Hamas takeover, veterinary work on control of the disease has deteriorated. The Gaza Strip has had numerous active outbreaks of the disease, which would make it relatively easy to find infected animals. The latest outbreak occurred in Rafah, which adds foundation to your intelligence. So we now need to know who or whom has an interest in seeing that disease in the States.�
�Yes, yes. We know that, Dr. Crawston, you don�t need to tell us how to suck eggs,� Director Lopez interrupted.
�Chrissake, Suzanna, ease up!� Hall knew his fellow director was extremely ambitious and in her eyes, Dr. Evangeline Crawston would be a potential threat.
Herself no pushover, the good doctor countered with a measured smile. �Please, call me Evangeline� Suzanna.�
Lilburn sat back, amused at the power play.
Evangeline continued, her clipped British accent cool and professional. �Who or whom. It doesn�t necessarily mean this is the action of a hostile government. The threat could equally come from within. A United States citizen exercising what they deem to be a retaliatory attack on the system, or the manic fringe of an animal liberation group. Unleashing a disease like foot-and-mouth is in fact quite simple � and very cost effective. If we can eliminate that scenario then we�re one step closer to finding out what we�re up against.�
�Good point.� Hall was impressed. �Go on.�
�If the threat is internal, then start profiling citizens who have made threats to the government, ones with links to the Gaza Strip in particular but also broaden the field to countries with known foot-and-mouth enzootic�� Evangeline saw brows wrinkling. �It means prevalent to� countries in Asia, South America, the Middle East and Africa. If it is an organization, which in my opinion it may well be, then there are a number of groups you should be interested in � al-Qaeda for a start. Although being more of an ideological group, they may not be your top priority� the other extremist groups under its umbrella may be the ones to prioritize.�
�What�s your gut feeling?� Hall was anxious to know.
�As we can narrow it down, insofar as we believe the source is from the Gaza Strip, we have the likes of Hamas, the Army of Islam, the Palestinian Islamic Jihad. I�d like to see some more intelligence.�
�And what about here in the States�� The first signs of a crack in Lopez�s armor.
�Have you started trawling the chat sites, social media, for key words and historical data on past threats?�
�Done that, and the process is ongoing.�
�Good.� Evangeline was decisive. �I would also suggest we ask the ever-so-cooperative Israelis to do the same. I would suspect it�s also in their interest not to see the States suffer the colossal financial implications of foot-and-mouth.�
�We have research into those cost implications.� Hall tapped a pen on the table. �Do you concur with the estimates bandied about?�
�Yes, I do, upwards of fifty billion dollars for a serious outbreak.�
Hall grimaced, as if her answer had confirmed his darkest thoughts. �Border security provisions? Suggestions?�
�Three scenarios. One: show your hand and let your border agents know of an impending threat; or two: take a more proactive approach to passengers and goods from those areas we know have ongoing infections, especially Gaza. Three: step up searches without telling border agents of the specific disease. If you decide on the former, you�ll be letting the commercial and political world know you may already have the virus � and that�ll be all it takes for competing nations to implement embargos. But if you don�t, then the chances of a successful border violation are even greater.�
�Tell us about more about the disease. What can we expect?� Hall spoke in a monotone.
�Foot-and-mouth is a highly contagious viral disease. It affects cattle, pigs, sheep and other cloven-hoof animals � also deer, elephants, giraffes, zebras � even hedgehogs. Transmission can be by a number of means: direct contact with infected animals, airborne, perhaps up to forty miles. Then you have contamination by animal feed, vehicles, human feet� the list goes on.�
Director Lopez leaned back in her chair. �Can we inoculate for it, stop it in its tracks?�
�You can � and you�ll have to if it�s found here � but that only works if you have plenty of time, which I would say you don�t. And if the world sees you inoculating, it knows you�re worried and then it�s too late. The dollar implications have already happened � the terrorists have done what they set out to do.�
Hall had a question. �How will they get it in, if they haven�t already?�
Evangeline had gone over this scenario many times in her career. �The virus can remain viable for different periods on different materials, for example, if it�s in fecal material it can last up to one hundred days. Getting it into the country is relatively easy � it just takes a few pieces of infected material to escape detection at the border, then be grown on to increase the virus. A school pupil could do it. Then it�s just a case of infecting animals. As simple as rubbing an infected piece of swab into an animal�s mouth, or perhaps making an aerosol and just spraying it on its nose.�
There was a knock on the door. Hall called out for the person to enter and a piece of paper was handed to him. Placing his glasses on he quickly read the contents. �Well, that was goddam quick.� His glasses were taken off and placed on the table. �Got to hand it to the Israelis, when they act they act fast. Mossad picked up the farmer who supplied the original virus. Now we know it�s no longer a threat. It�s real.�
�Pass it here, Allan.�
Hall shuffled the note to Lopez. �Mossad extacted information from the farmer.�
�Fingernail by fingernail, I imagine.� It was the first time Lilburn had spoken in the meeting.
Hall looked at him sharply. �It appears this farmer has terrorist links. He peeled off pieces of infectious material from his animals and posted them to his contact.�
�So we have an address, here in America. We need to act fast.�
�Hold your horses, Doc. The virus wasn�t posted to the States. It went to Syria.�
�Oh shit!�
Lilburn was surprised � it was the first profanity he�d heard pass her elegant lips. Uh oh, he thought, this can�t be good.
Lopez handed the note back to Hall. �This changes things.�
Another knock on the door.
�Enter.�
A staffer appeared. �Sir, Ma�am. Mossad have supplied further info on the address in Syria. The house belongs to Mubarak Azrak � while he�s not known to us, his brother is.�
�And?�
�The brother�s name is Karam Azrak.� The staffer placed a file before Director Hall who, upon placing his glasses back on, read the first few pages. That, for the time being, was all he needed to see. Looking over the rim, Hall glanced at them. �Oh shit ain�t the half of it. Karam Azrak is one badass hardcore.�
�How bad, sir?� inquired Lilburn.
�Put it this way, if we had a pack of cards, like we did in Iraq, this man would be the wildcard,� Hall paused. �We can forget about this being an internal act. Azrak is Takfir wal-Hijra.�
Lopez looked sick. �Damn.�
�Dr. Crawston, I assume you�re familiar with this particular organization?�
�Somewhat, but I only have a little knowledge of their structure.�
�Takfir wal-Hijra is linked to al-Qaeda, it operates in several countries. To say they�re Islamic extremists does them a disservice � they�ll even kill other Muslims if they think they�re in the way. Martyrdom is their idea of greatness. These pricks like to keep a low profile. They�ll shave beards, drink alcohol, eat pork, whatever it takes to make themselves invisible in a Western country.� The director slammed his fist down on the table. �Hell, leastways we have a name; we now know the group behind it. Suzanna, get our teams looking to see who we have in the States right now with links to this group. Dr. Crawston, Lilburn, stay close. We may need you again shortly.�
Director Hall removed his glasses, stood up and stormed out the room like a bear with a sore paw. Lopez immediately followed. The teams in the operations room didn�t know it yet, but they were about to have their immediate plans cancelled. Homeland Security was winding up the intensity.
Inside the meeting room Lilburn could hear the two directors barking out commands to their respective subordinates. He�d seen the wheels of the intelligence service grinding over before; commanders demanding every stone be turned, every piece of the huge puzzle be studied, documented and peer reviewed. The information could take years to collate, and they didn�t have years. But it was the only way � intelligence from the field, no matter how seemingly insignificant, ultimately pieced together to make a picture. It had taken ten frustrating years to finally be able to pin down Osama bin Laden � this time they�d be lucky to have ten hours. Like a needle in a haystack, he thought.
�Matt,� Evangeline broke in on Lilburn�s thoughts. �Mossad said the virus was posted to Syria?�
�Correct.�
�Cheap, easy and if the postage service is working, efficient. So why not use the same method to get it to the States� It would seem logical. Just post it.�
�Surely border controls would pick up the infected material? The scanners� and those dogs pick up damn near everything that even looks like organic matter.�
She nodded. �Right, but we�re talking about possibly a tiny amount. You could wipe a handkerchief on an infected animal�s nose then take that handkerchief, neatly folded, through customs and wipe it on the nose of a non-infected animal. That�s all it takes.�
Lilburn didn�t waste any time. Swiftly rising from his chair, he left the meeting room.

Chapter Five

The two men rose from their prayer mat, their prayer completed, their fate in the hands of Allah. So far the plan had been carried out with perfection. The parcel from Al-Zabadani, northwest of Damascus, had arrived on time in Bedford-Stuyvesant, Brooklyn, New York. Yusuf al-Nasseri was anxious to complete the next part of their assignment. The recent intrusion of the two New York police officers to their apartment had shown just how susceptible they were to the hands of fate. But as his companion Bashir Zuabi told him, Allah was on their side. They had been told, many times.
Both men were twenty-four years old and American citizens, raised from birth in New York. Their parents were proud, hardworking Syrians who had immigrated to the United States, hoping for a better life. The parents had kept their Muslim faith and did their best to instill the peaceful doctrines of Allah. Both couples, whose friendship started on American soil, felt immense pride when they heard George W. Bush proclaim Islam was a religion of peace. Their boys, Yusuf and Bashir, running together, found a darker, sinister path � one their parents had no idea they had taken.
Three years earlier, full of youthful enthusiasm and exuberance, the young friends followed their hearts and made a pilgrimage back to Syria. With the blessing of their parents they spent a week traveling the country, immersing themselves in tradition and religion. While in the capital city, Damascus, they were introduced to Karam Azrak � and a totally new concept of Islam. Their lives were transformed. At first they thought Azrak was amusing � highly independent and attractively rebellious. Initially they were skeptical, and hesitated when he talked about what he saw as the right and proper path to religious freedom. But little by little the charismatic Azrak brought them around to his way of thinking and before they knew it, the two impressionable Americans had been smuggled into Afghanistan, and a Takfir wal-Hijra training camp. The young men were returned to Syria then back to the United States, their bodies strengthened and their minds galvanized into taking up the armed fight to restore the unity of the Islamic world order. Takfir wal-Hijra sleepers in the streets of Brooklyn, they longed to be awoken.
While they waited, Yusuf and Bashir had involved themselves in the everyday life of typical young New Yorkers, nurturing as many friends as they could, preferably men or women with Christian backgrounds. They even attended Christian churches. They drank at the local bars, then drove the streets at night looking for one-night-stands, all the while reverting back to being good traditional Muslims when it came to visiting their parents. Karam Azrak and the training camp in Afghanistan had taught them well. When the package arrived from Al-Zabadani, with a traditional red and white checkered headscarf, they knew it had come from Azrak, and what they were required to do. Martyrdom was not far away.
�Come on, time to finish our preparation.� Bashir followed Yusuf into the kitchen. The second layer of the brown wrapping paper had been stripped of the packing tape with the virus-infected scabs attached. Border control had missed the highly potent animal tissue, which had passed undetected into the domestic postal service. The live virus, a virtual time bomb, was now on American soil.
The men had previously scraped off every small piece of scab they could find, then placed the tape into a jug of buffer solution with a pH between six and nine. Their training had told them anything outside this range would kill the virus.
Bashir took the petri dishes from the kitchen windowsill and looked at the contents. He was pleased with the way the culture had grown in the agar solution he had bought at the local chemist shop. It had been so simple. Purchase the sterile liquid agar, heat it in the microwave and place it in the dishes to set. After the agar was ready, he and Yusuf had rubbed the scabs over the agar, placed on it on the petri dishes and waited until nature had grown the culture. Two days later they scraped off the culture and placed it into a dissolving solution to prepare it for transfer to the next stage. Now, it was time for the final stage � mixing the solution of infected liquid and buffer solution, minus the tape, into the empty deodorant cans. Initially they had thought it would be a problem, but the internet provided the answer. No problem at all.
Yusuf al-Nasseri and Bashir Zuabi looked at the cans of foot-and-mouth virus, primed and ready to spray. Bashir placed his hand on his friend�s shoulder, grinned widely and said, �Boom! Allahu akbar.�

Chapter Six

Officer Ben Maitland had completed his eight-to-four shift for the day, tired and footsore. Preoccupied, he drove his 1969 Ford Fairlane to his brother�s house, where as usual Marcie, his sister-in-law, would have prepared a good wholesome meal to compensate for his bachelor lifestyle. His brother Joe could be counted on to supply the liquid refreshment and their eight-year-old son was sure to ask his Uncle Ben if he had killed any �baddies� that day.
Maitland pushed the accelerator down as the lights turned green. The red Fairlane with its raised bonnet air-intake spluttered across the busy intersection. The car might have been a classic but it was producing the classic signs of a vehicle needing some tender loving care; much like its owner. A vehicle immediately behind, its driver unimpressed with the Fairlane�s slow transition through the intersection, honked its horn loudly. �Alright already!� Maitland yelled abuse while looking in the rear-vision mirror. �Asshole.�
Thirty minutes later, having negotiated increasingly heavy rush-hour traffic, Maitland pulled into his brother�s driveway. Along with staircases, the other thing he hated with a passion was traffic � especially other drivers who raised his blood pressure. One day, he swore to himself, he would leave New York. The red car came to a stop. Placing the shift lever in park and then applying the handbrake, he reached forward to turn off the ignition. His unruly beast had other ideas and stalled itself. �Jesus, you piece of shit!�
Maitland was about to slam the car door shut when he heard his sister-in-law call out. Thinking better of it, he gently closed the door instead.
�Hiya, Ben.�
�Hi, Marcie honey. How�s your day been?�
�Just fine. Come on in, Gary�s been waiting all day to see his Uncle Ben. He wants to show you his new stamps.�
�Stamps today, girls tomorrow.�
�I know, I know, I�m worried already!�
Maitland followed his sister-in-law into the house. He and his brother Joe, two years older, had always gotten on well and when Joe married the petite blonde cheerleader from Jersey City, it was Joe who insisted he be best man.
Marcie called out to her son as she entered the front door, �Gary, Uncle Ben�s here.�
A skinny boy shot out of his bedroom and ran towards them down the hallway, yelling out �Hi, Uncle Ben� as he continued on without stopping into the front room. He jumped onto the three-seater couch seat cushions, using them as a springboard to disappear over the back. Almost instantly his head popped up, his face round and speckled with a huge grin. �Uncle Ben, Uncle Ben, come and see my new stamps!�
�Uncle Ben�ll play with you later, honey. Let me make him a coffee first, he�s just finished a hard day catching bad guys. Why don�t you watch �The Texas Ranger� and I�ll fetch you some milk and cookies.�
�Aww, Mom. How about some Coke?�
�If you promise not to move from the TV until the cartoon is finished.�
�I promise, cross my heart.�
In the kitchen the two adults whittled away an hour with small talk. Maitland had long finished his third coffee and his sister-in-law was busy preparing the evening meal.
As Marcie finished peeling the potatoes Joe walked in the door. He gave a quick �Hello, son� to Gary, still watching the DVD, winked at Ben and snuck up behind Marcie at the kitchen sink. �I�m home, babe, as horny as a three-balled tomcat and thirsty as hell.�
�Joe! Did you forget? Ben�s here for dinner.�
Joe laughed, burying his nose in her hair. �I plumb forgot. Hey, little brother � how�s it hangin�?
�Same as always, last time I looked.� Maitland grinned back.
Joe looked like his brother, same height, same short dark hair and bushy eyebrows. His life was less physical � a career in retail sales had added a few inches to his waist. That, and Marcie�s cooking.
�I can give you a Bud, Joe, but that�s all,� said his wife, with a coy smile.
�Hey, I�ll take what I can get.�
The two men acknowledged each other with a high five.
�Jesus, Ben!� Joe smiled as he wiped his hand on the back of his trousers. �Hope that�s from you washing it!�
�I only had a pee, I don�t wash my hands for that.�
Marcie turned to face them. �Eee-ugh� men! You two are as bad as Gary.�
* * *
After the evening meal the family sat down in front of the television, young Gary flipping the pages of his stamp album.
�Uncle Ben, you want to see my stamps? I got some real nice ones.�
�Sure, let�s see what you got.�
Gary sat down beside Maitland on the couch and opened up the album. �Dad brought me some from work. Look at this one, it�s a cow, just like the ones on �The Texas Rangers�.�
�Looks a mighty fine stamp, but I thinks it�s a bull, a Texas Longhorn. So what else is new� now that�s real colorful� looks like something I saw recently, on the job.�
Gary looked up, eager to hear what his uncle had to say.
Something had triggered a memory in Maitland as he saw the bright, colorful stamp. Then it came to him. �You know what, Gary, I saw a stamp just like that only yesterday. Yeah, it was just like that� so where does it come from?�
Gary tried his best to pronounce the name on the stamp.
�Here, let me.� Maitland took a closer look. �Syria� it�s from Syria.�
The boy wrinkled his nose. �Where�s that?�
Maitland looked towards his brother and sister-in-law. All shrugged their shoulders. �Damned if I know. Tell you what, why don�t you Google it?�

Chapter Seven

Matt Lilburn had relayed Evangeline�s concerns.
�It�s logical, I�ll give you that. And too damn easy.� Hall stood looking at the large map on the wall. �So where on earth do we start? America � nearly three point eight million square miles. If the virus is already in the country it could be anywhere.�
A staffer interrupted him. �Sir, the list of suspected Islamic terrorist organization sympathizers.�
Hall placed his glasses on and read the list. �Great, thousands, spread over how many states?� His response was sarcastic. �Too many suspects, too many locations � I need specifics and fast. Any of these relate to Takfir wal-Hijra?�
�Sir, our system came up with two possibilities. Our Keyword Detection Software has only picked up references to Takfir wal-Hijra four times in the last twelve months. Two in California and two in New York, with phone conversations from the suspects named. The California dialogues are the oldest and one of the New York ones was made just three months ago.�
�That�s a step in the right direction. What have you got on that one?�
�I can have a full transcript in fifteen minutes, sir.�
�Make it five,� Hall snapped. The staffer hurried off. Hall turned back to the wall map and studied it as would a general preparing to wage battle. �Lilburn, go get the doc. It�s a lead, a fucking small one, but it�s better than nothing.� Picking up a marker pen, the director drew a ring around the state of New York. �Just over fifty-five thousand square miles. The odds might have just gotten a bit better.�
Director Hall was still staring intently at the map as Evangeline approached. He didn�t shift his gaze as she joined him. �So you reckon the virus could come in the post?�
�That would be my opinion, a logical choice given what we know already.�
�There�s a lot to be said for opinion, especially when we�re short of facts.� Hall�s face gave nothing away. �Especially a woman�s intuition. You a married man, Lilburn?�
�No, sir.� Matt thought he caught a glimmer in Evangeline eye.
�Well, son, if you were you might well have learnt that a woman�s intuitive sense is usually right� trust me, I�m married to one. And she�s usually right on the money, dammit. You ever tell her that Lilburn and your next posting will be somewhere cold enough to freeze your balls off. Holbrook Jackson, an Englishman if I recall correctly, once said intuition is reason in a hurry. And by God, we�re in a hurry.�
The same staffer caught Hall�s eye again.
�What have you got?�
�The phone transcript, sir.�
�Talk to me.�
�Yes, sir. Our target, a Muslim cleric in his mosque, was in conversation with another person, identity unknown. There on page two is the name of the extremist organization. From the first instance we were alerted to him, as per standard procedure, we monitored all his incoming and outgoing calls.�
�And?�
�The bottom of page two, sir, I�ve highlighted a name.�
Hall let his eyes scroll down the page. Karam Azrak.
�Holy hell, we�ve got the son of a bitch!� Hall looked up and scanned the operations room soon finding the stern features of Director Lopez, who was gathering data from one of her team members at the other side of the room. �Suzanna, over here!� Hall�s loud voice traveled the large conversation-filled room with ease; others looked up from their stations, desks and wall charts.
Director Lopez strode over to Hall. �Yes.�
�New info.� Turning to the staffer, Hall prompted him to repeat what he had just said.
Lopez placed her hands on her hips. �Do we know who the cleric is talking to?�
�No, ma�am, unfortunately we have no way of telling. What we do know, however, is that the person has an American accent, most likely someone born here, quite possibly with Islamic heritage from his knowledge and pronunciation.�
�Where does this cleric live?� Lopez was abrupt, all business.
�I have the address here, ma�am.� The staffer went to hand another piece of paper to Lopez, Hall intercepted it and read the notes. Turning to the wall map, he raised a finger and brought it down with a loud thud. �Right here, smack in the middle of New York City. Lilburn, you know what to do?�
�I do, sir.�
�Good, go to it. By the time you�re halfway to New York I�ll have the info for you. Take the chopper. Jones,� Hall called to his assistant nearby, �tell the helicopter pilot he�s to take orders from Lilburn, and have his bird ready in five.�
�Five minutes, sir?�
�Seconds.� Director Hall was in his element. �Doc, I want you to stay here and work out a plan, I want to know where these punks would release a virus, best you can do. Use your intuition, you�re good at that. Suzanna, the other keyword detection came from California, let�s not discount that just yet, and let�s keep our options open. If you�d look after that, I have a phone call to make.�
Lopez was indignant. �In case you haven�t noticed, you do not outrank me!�
�Suzanna� Look and learn. Jones, as soon as you�ve contacted the pilot, I want you to get someone on the phone for me.�
�Who would that be, sir?�
�Right now, besides my wife, the only other goddamn person I answer to. The President of the United States.�

Chapter Eight

Before heading back to the rooftop, where the helicopter pilot was going through his pre-flight procedures, Lilburn made a stop off in one of the complex�s armories. The clich� of heading into a gunfight with only a knife didn�t appeal. The arms officer watched as Lilburn approached his counter top. Mac was overdue for retirement and had seen a lot of life, from military service in Vietnam to a long career in the Secret Service. There weren�t many times his first impressions of a person had let him down� and this would be no exception. A no-nonsense kinda guy. Probably six-one, six-two, he thought, athletic build, the sort who could break into a sprint, cover ground then smack bullets dead center in a target. Military background � the guy was no pen pusher, Mac would bet his bottom dollar on that, most likely a field agent and a good one. Mac was from the same mould, though the stranger was thirty-odd years younger, ruggedly handsome and would have no problem with the ladies. Age is a bastard, he thought to himself.
From the door to the counter was only five steps.
�Haven�t seen you before, son, you a new boy?� Mac was too close to being pensioned off to worry about offending someone who might be superior in rank.
Lilburn had done his own summing up � the older man stood straight and proud, one of the old school. �Just flying in to do a bit of business,� he replied. �I need to sign out a piece.�
�Come to the right place, son. Let me go have a look. Nine mill.�
�Yeah.�
�Ammo?�
�A box and two clips will be fine.�
Mac went towards the back of the room and opened a large heavy steel door which led into the weapons storage. Collecting a Glock pistol off the rack, two magazines and some ammunition, he strode back to the counter.
�There you go, just sign here.� Mac pushed a clipboard towards Lilburn.
Lilburn ignored it, picking up the Glock and feeling the balance in his hands.
�Good weapon. You lose it, you pay for it.�
�I�ll try not to lose it then.� He put the gun down and reached for the pen.
Mac placed both hands on the counter and looked the younger man in the eyes. �So where did you say you were from?�
�I didn�t.� For some young, inexperienced officers, Mac would be intimidating. Not for Lilburn. Staring back, eye to eye, he couldn�t help liking the man, so he carried on the conversation. �I flew over, in a round-about way, from Kincaid. There�s some urgent business on this side of the country, so I was brought in for the duration. When I�m finished, it�s back I go.�
�Kincaid eh? Long way from home. Well, best advice I can give you is keep your bowels clean and your powder dry. My old man told me that.�
�Good advice.� Lilburn started to fill out the form. �You remind me of an old friend back home. He�s a lot like you, a crusty old-timer who really knows his stuff.�
There was a short silence; both men looked at each other. Mac smiled first, then broke out with a loud laugh.
�Yeah, my friend is made out of the same cloth. Old Hank James, a real character.�
�James, you say� Hank James?�
�The one and only.�
�Vietnam vet?�
Lilburn stretched out his reply. �Yeah.�
�Likes to be alone, sort of speaks like a hillbilly and probably walks with a limp?�
�That�s him. Tough as a Marine�s boot. You know him?�
�Hell, son, we go way back, haven�t heard from him since we got back from �Nam.�
�That goddamn cantankerous old man is like a father to me and my brother.�
�Well, I�ll be damned!�
�Look, I got a chopper to catch, but when this is over I�ll drop in again.� Lilburn turned to leave, sporting a cheeky grin.
�I�ll look forward to it� say, you likely to have to use that thing?� Mac cast his eyes down to the gun in Lilburn�s hand.
�Who knows, may do.�
�Here, give it back, I have something better. Brand spanking new. Wait there.� Mac went back to the arms room and returned with another weapon. �Sig Sauer P250, nine millimeter, seventeen-round clip, pistol comes in three sizes, full, compact and sub-compact. I figure you suit the full.�
Lilburn took the weapon in his hand. The balance seemed perfect. He looked over the sleek lines of the semi-auto. �I�m kind of partial to the Sig, this will do just fine.�
The new paperwork completed, the Sig in a holster on his belt, full clip shoved home and an extra packet of ammunition together with a spare clip, Lilburn was ready to leave. �I never did get your name.�
�My friends call me Mac.�
�Thanks, Mac. Be seeing you.�
�Take care, son.�
* * *
The downdraft whipped the air into a mini gale as Lilburn opened the door to the front passenger seat of the helicopter. Buckling himself in, he gave the thumbs up to the pilot then placed the head phones on. With expert precision the pilot proceeded to take the helicopter skyward. The sensation of gaining altitude was one Lilburn had never minded.
�Where are we going?� the pilot�s voice was loud and clear through the headphones, slightly metallic and astronaut-like, the engine and whirl of the blades providing background noise.
�Head for New York City, we�ll get confirmation about our exact RV sometime between now and then.�
�The Big Apple it is. Where�s your lady friend?�
�Back at HQ. Where�s yours?�
�You�re sitting in her. Best girl I�ve ever had � doesn�t answer back, no demands except for a little drink and a lube job every now and again, goes just where I want her. I call her Grace.�
It had to be asked. �Why Grace?�
��Cause by the Grace of God I hope she never drops me.�
�For both our sakes I hope she doesn�t.�
The headphones crackled and the pilot acknowledged an incoming call before turning to his passenger. �Director Hall for you.�
�Lilburn, over.�
�Matt, listen in. Go to Manhattan, NYPD HQ, where you�ll be met by Inspector Lance Gibbons of the Major Case Squad. He�s been briefed and is up to speed.�
�Wilco, sir.�
Lilburn looked at the pilot. �You know the place?�
�Puzzle Palace, here we come. Downtown Manhattan, One Police Plaza to be exact. Hope they put away their barbecues this time.�
Lilburn didn�t get the subtle innuendo.
The pilot grinned as he took a quick glance towards his passenger. �Cops got caught having a barbecue on the rooftop by a newspaper chopper. You should have seen the headlines: NYPD HQ BBQ, Grill the grillers. Lot of shit goes on down there on the ground, makes me feel good when I�m up here. Me and Gracie just fly away and leave them to it.�
* * *
The buildings of New York seemed to grow out of the ground, getting larger and larger as if they were huge brown and gray beanstalks reaching for the sky in a fairy-tale land.
�There she is, NYPD police headquarters, tucked in close between those skyscrapers like she�s trying to hide.�
From the air One Police Plaza looked like a large brown square brick with a grid of regularly placed square windows on all sides. A smaller dark square landing pad rose from its flat square roof and to the side, Matt saw a row of huge ventilation fans. The helicopter maneuvered around the taller buildings while decreasing altitude, until the imposing structures loomed above them. Lilburn was in an immense concrete jungle, tall buildings casting deep shadows. Occasionally he could see the greenery of inner-city trees. He glimpsed the nearby Brooklyn and Manhattan bridges, along with the Brooklyn River, as the helicopter gently touched down on the concrete helipad.
�Here we are, sir, all safe and sound. My instructions are to wait here for you. Welcome to New York and enjoy the shopping.�
A man in a dark suit and tie was standing on the helipad at a safe distance. Waiting for the helicopter to touch down he gave a thumbs up to the pilot, who replied with an affirmative hand signal. The suited man ran forward crouching down towards the helicopter with its still whirling blades and opened the passenger�s door. �Special Agent Matt Lilburn?�
�Yes.�
�Inspector Lance Gibbons, follow me.�
Away from the rush of downdraft Gibbons thrust out his hand. �Good to meet you, Agent Lilburn. I�ve been given instructions to offer you any assistance you require.� Gibbons held open a door accessing a stairway down to a lobby with a lift.
Inside the lift, Gibbons pressed the button to the eleventh floor. �I have a team of five men waiting. Director Hall has given us the address and the name of the suspect; we aim to apprehend the cleric and bring him back here for you to question.�
�How much have you been told about this operation, Inspector?�
�Not much really, all I know is Homeland Security has asked us to apprehend a person of interest and leave the rest to you. NYPD has been notified to immediately disseminate an alert to all staff to be on heightened alert for any reference to Syria. Other than that, we have no other operational reference. Anything you can enlighten me on?�
�Not yet, sorry.�
Gibbons shrugged. �As I suspected.�
The elevator door opened to the eleventh floor.
�This way.�
A map of Bedford-Stuyvesant had been spread over a large table; a group of five officers in civilian dress were discussing operational procedures. Gibbons interrupted them, and introduced Matt. Formalities and quick briefing over, the seven men departed in an unmarked white Ford Transit.
The driver negotiated his way over the crowded Brooklyn Bridge and pressed further on to Atlantic Avenue, heading in a southeasterly direction to the heart of Bedford-Stuyvesant, less than four miles away. In the back of van, spread out on the seatless metal floor, Lilburn made himself as comfortable as possible.
�Not much of a sightseeing tour.� Gibbons smiled.
�I�ve had worse. Tell me what you know about this cleric � Abdul Baari Fawaz?�
Inspector Gibbons looked over the details sent from Albany. �Fawaz was born 1959, Egyptian by birth, immigrated to America 1993, and founded a mosque in Brooklyn soon after. His name, Abdul Baari, means �servant of the Creator�. Five foot ten inches, identified by a birthmark on the his neck, left rear side. He doesn�t show up on our radar.�
The officer in the passenger seat leaned around towards the back of the van. �ETA two minutes.�
�Right, heads up.� Gibbons gave out instructions. The van was to park outside the mosque, he and one other officer, together with Lilburn, were to proceed directly to the building and enter, the remaining two in the back of the van were to station themselves outside, weapons concealed. The front-seat passenger to remain seated unless events dictated otherwise. A radio check was performed, using their hidden mikes and concealed earpieces. All working.
The van turned off Atlantic Avenue then turned again before slowing down. The officer in the front passenger seat looked for the mosque. �Here it is, sir, looks like we�ll have to double park. We have three persons directly out front, two probable Muslim men with beards and skullcaps. Could be corner men. There�s a kid as well, sitting on a box by the double doors. Can confirm the entry door is open.� The van stopped.
�Let�s go.�
Lilburn quickly took in the surroundings. The mosque was one of many similar-sized buildings nearby, all sharing common walls, approximately fifteen feet wide with access through a large grey door directly off the footpath. There were signs protruding out into the sidewalk on either side of the mosque, attached to the bottom of the two floors above. One sign advertised a barber shop, the other a travel agent. The mosque itself had Arabic writing above the entrance; Lilburn also noticed a security camera facing down towards the door.
The two bearded men tensed as the group from the van approached. Even though they wore plainclothes, they still looked menacing.
�Is the Imam here?� No reply was forthcoming. �Imam Abdul Baari Fawaz, is he here?� Still no reply. The bearded faces showed no response, not a flicker of emotion, yet Lilburn saw their deep brown eyes missed nothing. Silence was clearly their friend. The seated boy, no more than eight years old, with a collarless white shirt, long grey shorts and black sneakers that seemed far too big for him slowly stood up, backed towards the open door then suddenly made off inside at a run. Gibbons ignored the silent men and followed. Lilburn and one officer followed his lead. Inside, Gibbons only just saw the flicker of the boy�s white shirt disappear up a flight of stairs.
With weapon drawn, Gibbons charged up the stairs, leaving his two colleagues to follow suit.
The upper level prayer room, the musalla, with its wooden floor, was bare of trappings save for the racks of rolled prayer mats and numerous bookshelves. As Gibbons entered, a door in the far corner slammed shut. There was only one other person in the room. The Imam finished his prayer, then after stepping off his prayer mat, knelt down and carefully rolled it up.
�Imam Abdul Baari Fawaz?�
The man did not look up as he spoke. �Who wants to know?�
Gibbons repeated the question. �Are you Imam Abdul Baari Fawaz?�
�As I said, who wants to know?� the cleric turned to face them. His long dark beard was starting to gray from the outside in, falling over a loose-fitting dark-blue tunic. The dark eyes well set into his eye sockets were in stark contrast to his brilliant white skull cap.
Gibbons holstered his weapon, his colleague did the same. �NYPD. My name is Inspector Gibbons. Are you Imam Abdul Baari Fawaz?�
The cleric walked to the rack of prayer mats and placed his own neatly in a cubbyhole. �You are forbidden in our prayer room.� Fawaz showed no sign of being overwhelmed by the strangers. �You enter our sacred room without permission, you do not respect our religion. You have not even taken off your shoes. You must leave our place of worship. Go now.� His hand shot out towards the men as he pointed towards the door.
Gibbons had seen the birthmark on the left side of the man�s neck. It was all the identification he required.�I don�t think so. Abdul Baari Fawaz, I�m placing you under arrest.�
�On what charge?�
�Not complying with a request when asked.�
The NYPD officer handcuffed the protesting cleric, before marching him barefoot down the stairs. The two men outside had no alternative but to watch as their religious leader was bundled into the back of the waiting van and driven off for questioning.

Chapter Nine

The Ford Transit van entered the basement car park with the suspect in custody. The cleric, barefoot and hands handcuffed behind his back, was guided to a lift. Accompanied by Lilburn and Gibbons, he was taken to the eleventh floor, where he was left alone in an interrogation room.
Lilburn and Gibbons stared at their captive from behind the one-way glass in the adjoining room.
�You know,� said Gibbons, �we haven�t read him his rights yet or done a formal process.�
�I know and for the time being that suits me fine. I want to see what he has to say first. The last thing we need is for him to get some smartass lawyer holding things up.�
�You haven�t told me why Homeland wants to question him?�
�No, I haven�t. Afraid it will have to stay that way, at least for a while. How long can you hold him?�
�Twenty-four hours. But unless Homeland will be taking the rap for unconstitutional arrest, I don�t know how my bosses will feel if Fawaz starts demanding a lawyer.�
�Give me ten minutes with him. If I can�t get anything I want out of him in that time, I doubt if I�ll get anything later. While I�m in there with him, I would appreciate it if no one was in this room or any recordings taken.�
Gibbons looked at Lilburn. �I can do that, but it must be for something really important for you guys to be interested in him. Homeland Security, Muslims� why don�t you arrest him under an enemy combatant status, then you could hold him indefinitely?�
Lilburn could see the direction the inspector was heading and he had to admit Gibbons was putting one and one together rather well.
�Ten minutes.� Lilburn opened the door of the observation room to the foyer and waited for Gibbons to follow before he shut the door behind him. Taking a deep breath, he turned the handle and entered the interrogation room.
The room was compact and practically empty, with just a desk and three chairs � designed to take anyone unfortunate enough to be interviewed out of their comfort zone. The chair was intentionally uncomfortable and the large one-way mirror, not only a tool for observers, was intended to raise the suspect�s anxiety.
Abdul Baari Fawaz wasn�t one to be coerced by a room; nor for that matter, by a mere interrogator. Lilburn didn�t rate his chances, as he sat in a more comfortable chair on the other side of the table.
Lilburn sat silent and stared at the cleric, who stared back. After a few moments Lilburn asked Fawaz if he would like his handcuffs removed; there was no response.
�I�ll decide for you, then.� Lilburn rose from the chair, opened the door and called an officer to remove the cuffs. With the handcuffs removed and the officer gone, Lilburn sat down again. More silence.
�You are a cleric in your mosque, right? The Imam, the person who leads prayers.� Lilburn hadn�t yet managed to get a response. �I�ve seen death, up close, Imam Fawaz, real death, the hard cold facts of life. Have you ever seen a mother carrying her dead child in her arms? Doesn�t matter if she cries out to God or Allah � they all cry for the same help, don�t they? You ever seen a soldier with his guts hanging out clawing the ground in agony screaming for help� same Creator, same God, same Allah. Don�t we have enough destruction already on this earth, Imam Fawaz?�
Fawaz shifted slightly in his hard chair. He hadn�t taken his eyes off his interrogator throughout the one-way conversation. He rubbed his wrists where the steel handcuffs had pressed against his flesh. Lilburn saw the movement; he hoped Fawaz would in some way connect with what he said and see the man before him as someone he could relate to, someone to trust, perhaps a kindred spirit. It was interrogating 101.
�You have a choice, an individual choice to stop this right now� if you want to. Do you want to make that choice, Imam?� As he spoke, Lilburn studied the man in front of him. The dark eyes and stony unrelenting glare revealed a man whose faith would never waiver; it would remain unchanged until his dying day. Neither Matt Lilburn, nor anyone else, would be able to even chip the outer layer.
He was fast running out of time and needed to take another tack. �You know why you were brought in here. We�ve uncovered your little scheme and once this is over, you�ll be put away for a very long time.� Lilburn stood up. As far as he was concerned there was no more to be gained. �And just in case you think I�m bluffing, I�ll leave you with one word.�
Despite himself, the Imam looked up at Lilburn.
�Syria.�
Lilburn left the room, but not before watching the beginning of a smile appear briefly on the Imam�s face.
Gibbons was waiting outside the interrogation room.
�Did you get what you were after?�
�Nothing, as I expected. Fawaz didn�t utter a word. Keep him as long as you can, then I�ll need you to put surveillance on him when he�s released and have his phones tapped.�
�We need the necessary authority to tap the phones� and I still don�t know what information we�re looking for.�
�I�ll see you have the authority. Look for anything to do with a breach in national security. You�ll know if you come across it. What I can say is anything to do with Syria will start alarm bells ringing.�
* * *
The phone operator at Homeland Security transferred Lilburn�s call through to Director Hall.
�How did you go?�
�No luck, sir. We pulled in the cleric but he won�t answer any questions and certainly hasn�t volunteered anything.�
Unsurprised, Director Hall gave Lilburn instructions to stay in New York and return in the morning. �Nothing for you to do up here. Dr. Crawston is working out a strategy in conjunction with the Disease Control Center on how to deal with an outbreak, if and when it occurs. I�ve sent out a heads-up nationwide to all enforcement agencies and postal services to report any activity to do with Syria. Best guess at the moment is the virus arrives in the post, possibly New York but that�s not certain by a long shot. Be back here tomorrow morning.� There was a click on Lilburn�s mobile as Hall bluntly ended the call.
* * *
�All right, all right, you rabble, settle down, it ain�t over until I say so. The lieutenant wants to say something. Boss.�
�Thank you, sergeant. This has come in from Homeland Security � while you�re out on the street, be specially diligent about any reference to Syria. Mail from the place, anything like that. And for you bozos who don�t already know it, Syria is a country.
An officer not known for his wits spoke up. �Which state, sir?�
�Button it, pinhead,� the sergeant broke in. �You don�t know where Syria is, go look up a map.�
�Thank you, sergeant, anyone else here want to interrupt me? No? Now Homeland has sent this out as a top priority. You all know as well as me when Homeland starts sending us stuff,� the lieutenant waved around a piece of paper in the air, �we know something is serious. Now for your information, yesterday a squad picked up a Muslim preacher from our precinct and took him back to have a word with him. One of the Homeland boys from Albany tagged along. I don�t know much more than that but let me say it again, anything at all regarding Syria then let me or the sergeant know. Just don�t forget what happened with the Twin Towers. No questions? Then carry on.�
Rookie officer Martinez couldn�t believe his luck. Something Homeland Security was interested in was going down in the streets he worked. The lieutenant mentioned Syria, something registered about that name. Something� �Officer Maitland?� Maitland, the briefing over, had stood up and was about to leave the room when the rookie spoke. �The other day, remember? The apartment.�
�What friggin�apartment are you talking about? There�s thousands of the damn things.�
�Remember the old lady who said the two men next door were making a bomb?�
Maitland took a moment to recall the incident. �Yeah, so what? We searched the place, spoke to some raghead, nothing, except�� Maitland hesitated. The stamp, the stamp on the wrapping paper was the same one his nephew had shown him in his stamp album. �Where did that guy say he came from?�
�Syria, I remember it was Syria.�
Maitland sat back down. �The lieutenant, he said something to look out for, what the fuck was it?�
�I took notes, he said to look out especially for anything to do with Syria.�
�I know that, what was the other thing?�
Martinez brushed though his notes. �The lieutenant mentioned to be diligent about anyone from Syria and any mail we might see.�
�You know what, kid? You might just do OK. Come with me.�
Martinez followed Maitland to the lectern at the front of the room.
�Hey, Sarge.�
The roll call sergeant was putting his notes back together when Officer Maitland approached him. �Don�t ask me for leave, Maitland, we�re short staffed as it is.�
�We might have something for you regarding the Syrian thing��
�Keep talking.�
�The rookie and me got called out to attend a domestic. When was it, kid, yesterday? Yeah, yesterday. Turned out it was just two guys probably pissing off the old lady next door by praying all the damn time.�
�Congratulations, you want a medal or something?�
�The guy we interviewed said he was Syrian. And he had an empty parcel wrapper��
The sergeant looked up. �Follow me. You too, Martinez.�
The lieutenant looked up from his office desk at the sound of the single knock; his sergeant leaned forward, one hand on the door jamb, the other on the handle of the half-opened door.
�Lieutenant, you might want to hear this.�

Chapter Ten

Five times a day their religion required them to face holy Mecca and prostrate themselves. Twice already they had ritually cleansed themselves and carried out their obligations. The second time was within a much shorter interval than usual, as they would soon be traveling and prayers would only be taken when the opportunity allowed. Yusuf and Bashir locked their apartment door for what could be the last time. They saw their first few steps down the corridor as the first steps to martyrdom. Both men felt the weight of responsibility that had been placed on their shoulders. There was no choice but to succeed in the mission to help bring down those of another book, the infidels of America. Nothing the men had ever done had felt so satisfying. Millions of future followers would one day recount their names with great reverence.
The door to apartment twenty-seven shut quietly, the lock turned and a security chain rattled as the old woman�s wrinkled black hands fumbled to secure her door from the inside. Taking a piece of paper from a drawer she scribbled down what she had just seen. The two Arab men left the apartment at ten past ten, wearing jeans, one with a black hoodie with I love Montana written on the front. Other one had a white T-shirt with Patriots for Patriots. Both carrying a blue duffel bag with white straps. They yabbered twice this morning, first time woke me just after five a.m. The old lady had been making notes about her neighbors long before she had phoned the police the day before. The piece of paper along with the pen was carefully placed back in the desk drawer. The men kept on annoying her with their continual praying � damn caterwaulin� don�t sound like no prayers to me. Looking at her phone on top of the table she picked up the receiver to call the police. Yesterday she had memorized the older policeman�s number and written it down. She thought about phoning and asking for him to come on out again. Fancy them Arabs wearing a shirt that said Patriots for Patriots. That�s un-American, them wearing that shirt. Police should do something about it, she thought to herself. The old lady started dialing nine-one-one but the pain in her arthritic fingers bit hard, making her hands tremble. Dang � but that smarts some! I�ll wait until tomorrow, I�ve got my shopping to do today.
* * *
Yusuf al-Nasseri and Bashir Zuabi walked out of the apartment block to the sidewalk. Blending in with other pedestrians in the ethnically diverse neighborhood, the two silently, casually made their way to the nearest bus stop. There they caught the next available commuter bus via the Manhattan Bridge to 625 Eight Avenue, midtown Manhattan and the Port Authority Bus Terminal located in Times Square, just over five kilometers from One Police Plaza.
The nation�s largest bus terminal sat amidst commercial neighbors, the likes of the New York Times building, Madame Tussaud�s and Ripley�s Believe It or Not, mothership to a swarm of state and interstate passengers, with over two hundred thousand people passing through each day.
The two bioterrorists arrived outside, unnoticed in all the hustle and bustle. Exiting the city bus onto the busy sidewalk, the men made their way inside, where the semi-organized street traffic gave way to organized chaos. Duffel bags slung over their shoulders, tightly gripping the straps, they negotiated the throng of commuters, swerving in and out of the rumbustious flow. Every so often an unwitting person would bump into them, some knocking the bags the men carried. On not a single person�s mind was the notion that, within their midst, two young men were on their way to unleash an economic catastrophe to rival the loss of the Twin Towers. And it would be done so easily, so cheaply. The poor man�s nuke was in transit.
Yusuf glanced down at his watch � ten forty-five in the morning. The last bus upstate to Binghamton had left at ten; the next was due to depart at eleven-thirty from the lower level of the North Terminal.
Music played over loudspeakers, every so often interrupted with messages about security and not leaving luggage or parcels unattended otherwise there was the probability of search by the Port Authority Police. Neither Yusuf nor Bashir had any intention of letting go of their bags. Retrieving his credit card from the automated ticketing machine, Yusuf placed it safely in his pocket.
Bashir carried out the same procedure. �C�mon, we�ve got plenty of time before we pick up our ride. Let�s go for a coffee and use the restroom, it�ll probably be a long trip.�
�You�re as bad as my mother!� Yusuf grinned. �Hey, I�m getting more excited every minute! Look at all these people around us � the morons have no idea what we�re about to do!�
His friend nodded. �Yeah, I�m the same. Can you feel the presence of Allah walking with us? It�s like he�s guiding our every move � and we�re totally invisible to our enemies. It�s like he�s put a protective shield around us.�
His friend nodded. �We mustn�t lose our concentration; we have to stick to the plan. Timing is critical. As soon as we reach our destination, we�ll have to find our first victims straight away.�
The bag straps never left their shoulders as they sipped their hot coffee and later relieved themselves in a restroom. At eleven twenty-five the last of the passengers boarded the Greyhound bus to Binghamton.

Chapter Eleven

Matt Lilburn�s back told him he�d definitely had more comfortable night�s sleeps than the bunk room at One Police Plaza. He�d certainly eaten better meals than what was offered in the cafeteria � even the coffee didn�t taste that great. He remembered the coffee he�d had with Evangeline in London and promised himself that one day he would go slightly more up-market than instant. The night in the holding cells had done nothing to loosen the tongue of Imam Fawaz; the only good thing that came of the whole exercise was the listening devices NYPD had managed to place in his house overnight, with no interference. The helicopter pilot had apparently had a better time and not wasted the nightlife New York City had to offer. He was in a jovial mood as Lilburn strapped himself in the chopper.
�Don�t worry, Gracie darlin�,� said the pilot, caressing the instrument panel of the cockpit. �She wasn�t as good as you.�
�Glad someone had a good night.�
�I told you, you should have come out with me. Albany?�
�Albany.�
Just as the pilot was about to start the engine, there was a sudden knocking on Lilburn�s door.
�We have a breakthrough,� blurted Inspector Gibbons as Lilburn opened the helicopter door. �Fifteenth Precinct, where we picked up the Imam, just got in touch; two of their officers have reported talking to a Syrian, one of the officers noted seeing a stamp on a empty parcel which he identified as coming from Syria.�
Lilburn had started undoing his seat belt the moment he heard the word Syrian; by the time the inspector had mentioned Syria again, Lilburn was pushing him aside as he disembarked.
�I was going to take the scenic route back to Albany,� the pilot yelled out as his passenger started running. �OK then,� talking to himself, �maybe later.�
* * *
The door of the elevator was starting to close on Gibbons as he hurriedly joined Lilburn.
�The officers, are they still at the Fifteenth Precinct?�
Gibbons adjusted his clothing. �Yeah, I thought you might want to talk to them so I told them not to send the officers out until you get there.�
�A stamp. Amazing how the smallest detail can get the ball rolling in the right direction.�
�Looks that way. The devil�s in the detail, right?�
The lift came to a halt and the door opened to the eleventh floor.
Gibbons looked at Matt. �How do you want to do this?�
�Can you get two of your staff, and transport to the Fifteenth? We�ll then go straight to the place where the officers saw the Syrian and the stamps.�
* * *
The white van screeched wheels as it climbed the ramp leading from One Police Plaza into the morning traffic. Outside the Fifteenth Precinct, Lilburn and Gibbons left the other officers in the van while they sought out Officers Maitland and Martinez and the best lead they had so far.
�Special Agent Lilburn, Homeland Security, and this is Inspector Gibbons, NYPD.�
�Morning, gentlemen, good to see you again, sir.� The lieutenant stood up from behind his desk and saluted.
�Been a while, Henry.� Gibbons reached over the desk and shook Lieutenant Mather�s hand. �Congratulations on the recent promotion.�
�Can�t say I was disappointed when it came through, the wife sure likes the extra dollars in the pay packet.� Lieutenant Mather sat back down.
Lilburn cut to the chase. �Could I speak to the two officers?�
�Not a problem.� The lieutenant rose and proceeded to the door where he asked the nearest person to fetch Martinez and Maitland. Settling back on the front of his desk, he looked at Lilburn with undisguised interest. �We only just got instructions from Homeland early this morning and� here they are now. Shut the door behind you.�
Lilburn could see the younger officer wasn�t long out of training; he appeared nervous as he entered the lieutenant�s office. The older officer had a streetwise swagger to him, probably a good choice to partner up with a rookie.
�Officers Maitland and Martinez, this is Inspector Gibbons from One Police Plaza and Special Agent Lilburn, Homeland Security. Tell them what you told me earlier.�
Maitland hooked his thumbs in his service belt and recounted the events that occurred in the apartment in Bedford-Stuyvesant. Lilburn nodded as he heard about the stamps on the brown wrapping paper. �Did anything look suspicious to you?�
�Not really, sir, I had a good look around. The occupier, or at least the one of the two that was there at the time, let us in the apartment, he cooperated, passed the attitude test, gave us no nonsense, so we just carried out normal procedures and left. That was about it I guess.� Maitland looked to his partner. �You got anything to add, Carlos?�
Maitland had never used his Christian name before � and Carlos Martinez fumbled for his notebook, which gave him a bit more time to think. Martinez took a deep breath and looking at his notes on the incident he decided to bring up the conversation they had with the lady in the apartment next door, the one who had laid the complaint in the first place. He cleared his throat. �Um, I think the lady who laid the complaint could be of help, in this case. She said to� Ben and me that she thought the two men next door were making bombs.� Looking up towards Maitland he met a cold stare and straight away looked back to his notes. Perhaps using his first name wasn�t such a good idea.
�What�s this about a bomb?� It was the first their lieutenant had heard about it.
�Nothing, sir,� Maitland quickly broke in. �It was just the old lady ranting but I would have used it as an excuse to bust in next door if I�d needed to � but it was opened.�
�Anything else?� Lilburn pushed for more information. �Did you get names?�
�I�ve got the names written down here, sir, in my notebook.�
�I bet you have officer, good work.� Lilburn directed his conversation to the lieutenant. �I would like to take these officers to the apartment and have a look for myself.�
�Sure thing� What�s this about anyway?�
�Too early to tell. Let�s go.�
Gibbons shrugged his shoulders then followed Lilburn out the door. Martinez followed behind Maitland, deciding not to push his luck any further.
The van driver and the other plain-clothed officer from the Major Case Squad just had time to throw their cigarette butts into the street as their passengers arrived. Gibbons directed Officer Maitland to the front passenger seat to give directions to the apartment, while the others entered the rear. The van�s sliding door had only just shut as the vehicle pulled out and jostled its way into the thick traffic.
* * *
�This is the building.� Maitland pointed for the driver.
The two doors slammed shut as five of the occupants stepped out of the vehicle, the driver remaining inside.
�This one here, five-story apartment block, number twenty-five on the third story. Hope you like stairs�� Maitland looked up at the building; by the time he looked down Lilburn was already inside the foyer.
Maitland mumbled to himself. �More fuckin� stairs.�
Had anyone encountered the men on the stairs, they would have given them plenty of space. As it was, no one noticed as they gathered in the third-story lobby.
�Nothing�s changed. That�s the door there, number twenty-five.�
Lilburn considered a quick forceful entry but decided instead to take an easier option. He placed a finger across his lips, a silent signal to the team, then he knocked on the door.
�You�re wasting your time knocking on that door, sonny.� The elderly black woman from number twenty-seven had her head out her door, looking at the men. �No one in there. Those A-rabs went out early this morning, ain�t come back. Not that I care. Hey, ain�t you two boys the same ones I talked to the other day?�
�Morning, ma�am,� Maitland approached the lady. �Me and the other uniform here are the same ones. Yes.�
�I figured it was you, I don�t forget faces, I remember you and that handsome young friend of yours. You here to bust them A-rabs? I was going to ring you again.�
�Why was that, ma�am?�
�I was gonna get back on the phone and tell you to come right on back and bust those A-rabs� skinny asses. I don�t have to now, I see you bought the whole dang station wid you!�
�Excuse me, ma�am,� Lilburn approached the woman. �I didn�t get your name?�
�Nope, cause I didn�t get yours, hon.�
Lilburn smiled at the old woman�s brashness. �My name�s Matt, what�s yours?�
�Folks around here call me Bonny.�
�Nice to meet you, Bonny. Did you call the police here a couple of days ago?�
�I sure did � and it was high time somebody did something about that damn caterwaulin��
Lilburn cut off what looked like turning into a lengthy tirade. �Bonny, I bet you could tell us a thing or two about those two men next door?�
�You bet your bottom dollar.�
�When did you last see them?�
�This morning they woke me up real early with that wailing and chanting, then a bit later after some more wailing, they ups and goes out.�
Inspector Gibbons moved in closer. �There might be some CCTV cameras around this area. If Bonny here can identify them from footage we can get out an APB. That all right with you, ma�am?�
Bonny turned her attention to Gibbons. �Folks around here don�t take kindly to cameras snooping on them. I don�t want no perverts looking at me neither. And what�s an AP whatsit?�
�Sorry, ma�am, didn�t mean to offend you.� Gibbons explained that security cameras could help in providing information on what the two Syrian men were wearing, so police could issue the description to patrols in the area.
�You don�t need no cameras to do that � I know exactly what they was wearing and the exact time they left. I wrote it all down.� She leaned into Lilburn and whispered. �Evidence.�
Lilburn stifled a smile. �Bonny, I would really appreciate it if I could see what you wrote.�
�You just wait here, hon, and let old Bonny get her writing pad.� Bonny felt pleased with herself, and smiled up at Lilburn. Gibbons got a quick, less-than-approving look as she went back inside to retrieve her notes.
�Here it is, honey bunch, all written down. Now let me see. Ah yes.� Bonny read out aloud from her notes.
Gibbons wrote down the information. When she finished, she watched Gibbons completing his writing. �Wonder you don�t just take a picture of my book wid your phone. Be quicker.�
Lilburn grinned, pleased with her informative notes. It was time to see what was in the apartment next door. �It�s been a pleasure, Bonny, you�ve done well. If by chance you see your neighbors again, would you mind giving me a call?� Taking out a business card he handed it over.
Bonny held the card out at arm�s length. �My, my� Homeland Security!� Bonny held the card up comparing the likeness of the photo ID to the tall man standing in front of her. �You�re a handsome young man, Matt Lilburn. If I were forty years younger I�d invite you in� not him though,� Bonny indicated Gibbons.
She burst out laughing as Lilburn gave her a wink.
* * *
As expected, the door was locked. Lilburn didn�t waste any time as he stepped back and gave an almighty kick. The door flew open.
�Officer Maitland, compare what you see now with what you and Martinez saw the other day,� Lilburn said as they entered the living area.
�Looks pretty much the same, sir, nothing jumps out.� Maitland tried to remember the brief visit. �I recall speaking to one of the suspects here in this room, then I went into the kitchen over there.� Moving around Lilburn and the inspector, the officer entered the kitchen area. �The wrapping paper with the stamps on it was on the bench about here� not there now though� hang on. Some folk keep their garbage under the sink.� Opening a cupboard door the officer removed the object he had been looking for and placed it on the sink bench. The light-blue-colored rectangular plastic bin was half full of household rubbish and decomposing food scraps. �Ah shit. Hey, Martinez, you got any gloves on you?�
The officer shook his head. �Sorry.�
�Great.� If the inspector wasn�t here Maitland would have detailed Martinez to sort through the pile. Deciding the sink was the best place to empty the container he first placed the sink plug in the drain hole. As he upended the bin the contents spewed out, helped with a couple of quick jerks and a tap on its bottom.
�Yep, there�s what looks like the brown wrapping paper.� A few shakes of the paper dislodged some potato peels and some gooey thick liquid Maitland didn�t even want to think about. Dragging the paper to the side with a finger and thumb, he placed it on the stainless steel bench top. �This is it and there�s the stamp, just like the one I saw at my brother�s place.�
Lilburn looked for himself. The country was unmistakable. �Syria it is.�
�That�s about all I really remember. Martinez did a check of the other rooms. Me, I looked some more around here. Nothing unusual.�
�Think harder.� Lilburn needed more information. �Anything, even something that maybe wasn�t that out of place but still caught your eye, something you may have smelt, touched.�
Maitland gave a short whistle, a sound of exasperation, a symbolic sign to show others he was trying. �You know�� He looked around the kitchen area spinning on his heels. �There were plastic dish things on the windowsill here� what did you call them, Martinez?�
�Petri dishes.�
�Anything else?�
�Nah, I walked back over there, spoke to the suspect.� Maitland started retracing his steps, then remembered something. �I kicked over some cans here on the floor, spray cans, deodorant or something like that. They�re gone too, can�t see them now, then I got Martinez to look in the other rooms and then we took down the guys� details.�
�Whoa, back up a bit.� Lilburn was trying to create the past scene in his mind. �Spray cans. Cans of deodorant?� Something Evangeline said back at Albany triggered his brain. Aerosols. Aerosols was one method of dispersing the virus. �How many cans were there?�
�Hell, I don�t know, I didn�t take much notice.�
�Try harder, it�s important.�
Maitland looked to Inspector Gibbons as if to say What the fuck has a bunch of damn spray cans got to do with anything?
�Come on � spray cans, how many?�
Lilburn�s determination hadn�t gone unnoticed. Gibbons was still trying to fathom a link between Homeland Security�s interest in the Muslim cleric and now these two Middle Eastern men and what was in their apartment. He didn�t know what to think, but terrorism was the most likely; the world was full of it and America was continually on high alert. Gibbons remained silent, for now. He would see what eventuated.
�Four� five, maybe a half-dozen.�
Lilburn was painting a picture: parcel from Syria, now empty of its contents, spray cans. His gut feeling was that the apartment held a link to the bioterrorism threat. Lilburn dialed Homeland and asked to be put through to Dr. Evangeline Crawston. Aware that the other four in the apartment room weren�t yet privy to a potential virus threat, Lilburn needed to keep the conversation generic.
�Matt � how may I help you?�
�Hi, I need to run over a few things. We have a lead which has taken us to an apartment in New York. No occupants present, but I have with me two NYPD officers who were called to the apartment the other day. There are a couple of points of interest that might mean something to you.�
�Go on.�
�We have an empty package, just the wrapping paper that came from Syria, according to the stamps and postmark.� With the phone to his ear he continued talking while looking at the other rubbish lying in the sink. �One of the officers recalled seeing some spray cans, which don�t appear to be here now, though we�re yet to do a detailed search.�
�How many cans, and what were they?� Evangeline picked up a pen and started making notes.
�He�s not sure, maybe half dozen. Hey, Maitland, what sort of spray was it again?�
�Like deodorant or something � stuff to make you smell good.�
�He thinks it was deodorant. I remember you saying something about aerosols?�
�Absolutely right, Matt� You were listening! Aerosol dispersal is an effective way of distributing a virus.� Evangeline paused for thought. �If that were the case� let me think� ask the officer if the cans were local. Could they have been bought here in the States?�
Lilburn looked to Maitland. �Those cans you saw, were they ones you could buy in a grocery store?�
Maitland shrugged his shoulders. �Yeah, I suppose, never paid that much attention.�
�So how did you know they were deodorant cans?�
�I read it on the label.�
Lilburn directed his attention back to the contents of the sink, �Yes, probably locally bought � the labeling was in English.�
�That would make sense. Importing a few cans of deodorant isn�t exactly what one would normally do. So if we surmise the virus was sent by mail then transferring it into an aerosol only requires a few basic steps. The virus would still need to be multiplied to a sufficient quantity� Excuse me a moment.� Lilburn could hear Evangeline talking to someone. �Matt, directors Hall and Lopez are with me, I�ll place the call on speaker phone.�
�Matt, Allan Hall. I hear you have some good news. Tell us what you�ve found.�
�Yes, sir. This morning we obtained information via two officers from NYPD of a possible lead. I�m on site now, with a team from NYPD at an apartment belonging to�� Lilburn clicked his fingers and gestured to the rookie. �What are the names of the two occupants?� Martinez quickly withdrew his notebook and scurried his fingers to find the right page.
�Yusuf al-Nasseri and Bashir Zuabi.�
�Yusuf al-Nasseri and Bashir Zuabi,� Lilburn repeated, then spelt out the names while looking at the notebook, and gave a description of what they were last seen wearing. �We also found wrapping paper, which I can confirm was sent from Syria.�
�Anything else?� Hall replied.
�We know there were also some spray cans, which at this point we have yet to find.�
Evangeline broke in. �Spray cans could be used as an effective way of transmitting the virus. Matt, what I need you to look for is a vessel used to grow the virus. Something like a petri dish.�
�Petri dish� petri dish, hang on.�
Officer Maitland could only hear one side of the phone conversation but he heard Lilburn say petri dish. �I saw those� petri dishes� sitting on the windowsill. Let�s have another look at that rubbish.� Casting an eye over the sink, Maitland cautiously shifted some of the waste until he found what he was looking for. Grabbing a round shallow plastic dish he pulled it clear and held it up.
�We have a petri dish.� Lilburn observed the round object Maitland held. �Just a thought, are these items contagious?�
The word contagious was enough for Maitland to instantly drop the petri dish back into the sink.
�There shouldn�t be a great concern. Foot-and-mouth disease is restricted to cloven-hoofed animals; only on very rare occasions has it been known to transfer to humans � but only as carriers. It would pay to wash your hands.�
�Wash hands, OK.� Lilburn had a quiet chuckle to himself as the big officer disappeared from the kitchen followed by the sound of a tap running in the bathroom. He could also hear the deep voice of Director Hall shouting orders to someone in the background.
Evangeline was hopeful that what had been found was indeed the makeshift laboratory for the distribution of the virus. �Matt, I believe you may well have found what we�re looking for, but there are a few other ingredients we need to know about, before we can confirm aerosols are the means of delivery. Have a look for any containers with dissolving, buffer or pH on them.�
�Will do.� There were some drawers under the bench as well as cupboards, but Lilburn had decided he needed a suitable piece of equipment to check the remaining rubbish in the sink. A large pair of metal tongs in the second drawer down provided the answer.
�I�m having a look now� nothing jumps up at me� hang on. There�s a plastic container, looks like it was cut up to reduce its size before being chucked. There�s a label and� yes, the label has the words buffer something� buffer solution. Does that help?�
�That just about establishes it beyond a doubt. What you have is the site of a probable importation of foot-and-mouth disease. I�ll need everything you�ve described to me flown immediately to Plum Island for confirmation.�
�OK, Doc, we�re on it. Matt, this is Allan Hall. Bag and tag that evidence and get to Plum Island quick as you can, use the chopper. Get the NYPD boys to make this a crime scene; I want their forensic team to get down to where you are ASAP, no questions asked. They drop everything and do it now. Any problems get back to me. Once you�ve dropped off the evidence I want you back here, we have teams ready to go. Damn good work.� The phone line went dead.
Lilburn switched off his phone and looked up. He was alone. Everyone else was back in the living area, looking slightly apprehensive.

Chapter Twelve

The helicopter lifted gracefully from One Police Plaza, deftly avoiding the surrounding concrete and steel mega-structures that made up New York City. The plastic bags containing the evidence from the apartment were safely stowed in a sealed biohazards container behind Lilburn�s seat as the pilot set an easterly direction over Queens, before turning northwards to Long Island Sound and on to Plum Island, situated off the north fork of Long Island itself.
�There she is, always reminds me of a snake that�s been squished on a road. You staying long?�
Lilburn adjusted the mike on his headphones. �Just long enough to drop off some items, then we can head straight back to Albany.�
�Suits me fine, the place gives me the heebie-jeebies. Any time I have to go there I come away wondering if my little wrigglies are OK or if they�re going to produce a little one-eyed monster. You been there before?�
�Nah, first time.�
�It�s our site now, Homeland runs it. Used to be home of the Army Chemical Corps, Christ knows what was concocted down there, then later, of course, it became the Animal Disease Center� and that�s when all those two-headed things started washing up on the beaches.�
The pilot decreased altitude � individual trees and buildings on the island started to form shape and the white ring of the foreshore began to appear as either sand or rocks.
�That�s the landing pad on the grassed area by that group of buildings. What looks like a German Iron Cross � that�s where we touch down. Come on, Gracie old girl, gently does it.�
The helicopter landed without any discernible bump and the pilot let the engine move to idle, the three rotors gradually slowing down. Nearly thirty-three feet in diameter, they could now be seen, revolving in a clockwise direction above the cockpit. A black Jeep appeared and came to a stop within a safe distance to the left of the helicopter. The driver�s door opened and a man briskly approached the chopper.
�Here comes your courier now.� A man approached his door, and the pilot gestured to him to go to the passenger side. �Go around the front, not the damn back. Yes, you. That�s it. You have no idea the number of people who think they can whip around behind the chopper to get to the other side, scares me shitless when they disappear from sight.�
Lilburn gathered the plastic bags of evidence together. The courier knocked on his door and waited. Lilburn opened the door. Instantly he felt the downdraft from the turning rotors.
�Are you Special Agent Lilburn?�
�Yes.�
�If you�d like to give me the items, I�ll take them directly to the lab.�
Lilburn handed the container over then pulled the door shut.
The pilot chuckled to himself, �You know, I�ve been here maybe two dozen times and never once have the pricks invited me in for coffee.�
�Would you want them to?�
�Hell no, that�s why I don�t shut Grace down. Let�s vamoose � this place gives me a chill up my spine.�
Lilburn didn�t disagree as the helicopter took off for Homeland Security, Albany.
* * *
�Heads up, listen in.� Director Hall commanded complete attention. �We now have confirmation from Plum Island that the package from Syria is foot-and-mouth. We know who it was delivered to and they�re being investigated by Director Lopez, who will brief you shortly. We can assume the terrorists will be making their way out of New York City to a location where they�ll try to infect livestock. We know they�ll primarily be transmitting the virus using aerosol cans, spraying some poor animal in the face. Now, I know most of you have been at your stations for a hell of a long time. Because of that we�ve made good progress, some through good management and a good dose of luck. Don�t ease off on the throttle � it�s not over yet. Director Lopez.�
�Thank you, Director Hall. We have two main persons of interest, Yusuf al-Nasseri and Bashir Zuabi, both American citizens, both born here, both now members of Takfir wal-Hijra. We have an eyewitness who saw them leave their apartment this morning and a detailed description of what they were wearing. One of my teams is working on their background, friends, family, acquaintances, another team is working on records, phone, banking, internet history and another on the likely scenario of an actual outbreak.�
�And that last team�s being led by Dr. Evangeline Crawston.� Hall interrupted, reluctant to let Lopez have too much floor time. �Some of you will have already seen her around. Her background is in bio-pharmaceutics and her contribution as an expert in bioterrorism is invaluable. Now, before we put our heads back down and push on, just let me remind you I don�t want any silos here � after all, we have two directorates working together in the same room. Don�t keep info to yourself � we aren�t competing against each other, we need to work as a team.�
The buzz within the room started up again as soon as the situation report ended.
�Ma�am.�
�Yes, what is it?�
An officer approached Lopez. �Ma�am, we have their banking details.�
�Let me see.� The director was handed Yusuf and Bashir�s latest bank statements. Her eyes scrolled down the pages until they settled on the last withdrawals. Within a minute of each other, both men had made withdrawals of fifty-seven dollars at the Port Authority Bus Terminal. There was no indication of the destination but she now had an exact time the tickets were purchased.
* * *
The skinny ex-hacker from Manhattan pushed the bridge of his glasses back with one finger and sat upright from a slouch as Lopez asked him a question.
�The Port Authority Bus Terminal has security cameras everywhere. Can you get me to the images taken at the ticketing machines and kiosks?�
�No problemo.� The young man, having been given an ultimatum by a Youth Court judge to buck his ideas up regarding his pathological hacking into computer systems of the top ten companies in downtown New York, had been enticed into the Homeland Security umbrella by those who recognized his unique talents. Nicco liked nothing better than to beat the system � so getting paid to do it was a bonus. �Just a little bit of this, a little bit of that.� His fingers worked the keyboard like a concert pianist�s. Nicco looked up to see a scowling Director Lopez with her arms folded. A few more key strokes and he was in. �There you go � the Port Bus Terminal cams.� A wide grin broke out.
Lopez certainly wasn�t grinning as she looked over Nicco�s shoulder at his computer screen. �Christ, there must be dozens.�
�Yep, all live streaming.�
�I have a specific time, ten fifty-three this morning for the first ticket purchase and less than a minute later for the second.�
�Now that there�s a teensy-weensy bit harder.�
�Can you do it or not?� Patience was not one of Lopez�s virtues.
�Yep!� It would take more than Homeland Security to take the boy out of the hacker. Nicco�s fingers and mind worked magic.
Director Hall, known for having eyes in the back of his head and an uncanny ability to read people�s minds, didn�t miss his fellow director leaning over Nicco. His inquisitiveness barreled him over in her direction.
�What�s up, Suzanna?� Hall noticed her slight look of surprise. His mention of �silos� had been directed at her, and she knew it.
�Bank statements came in, our two suspects purchased tickets at around ten fifty-three this morning at the Port Terminal.�
�Where to?�
�We�re just getting to that now.�
�What have you got, son?� Hall�s attention turned to Nicco, who wasn�t the slightest overwhelmed by two directors looking over his shoulder.
�Gimme a minute.� Nicco, totally engrossed in his computer, replied without looking up from his screen. Lopez unfolded her arms and was about to discipline him when Hall stopped her.
�Just take your time, son.�
�You betcha, sir� I�ll just wind the clock back a bit on the tapes, got it, there you go, now let me just grab the pics we have of our two and do a� bit� of� facial recognition. That�s my girl, come on, sweetheart, come to Nicco� Yes! Ta-da!�
Hall had to put on his reading glasses. In front of him on the screen, two men were standing in front of an automated ticket machine.
�Take it forward frame by frame; see if we can get a close-up on the tickets.�
�Okey-dokey.�
�There � stop! That�s Yusuf, he�s turning, take it forward. Good, keep going, stop. Zoom in on that ticket.�
Nicco obliged but the picture was now grainy and nothing could be read. �Let me do a bit of enhancing, just a bit here and a bit there. Now � howzat?�
Both Hall and Lopez struggled to read the ticket and leaned forward over each of Nicco�s shoulders. Nicco now started to feel a touch too close to his bosses and the perfume Lopez was wearing was just a bit much. �Hey, man, lemme breathe here!� The directors backed off. Nicco studied the screen hard, thankful he now had his personal space back. �I see a capitol B followed by an i� n� g� Bing� Binghamton.�
Director Hall brought both his hands down on Nicco�s shoulders. �Good on you, son. Now can you see what time the bus leaves?�
Nicco squinted. �Nope� but if I go in here and scroll down� here. And hello, baby, there�s the bus timetable for Binghamton. Two bus services travel to Binghamton � Greyhound and Short Line. But which one? Eeny meeny miny moe��
�Hurry up and find out.� Lopez was impatient.
Nicco pondered the situation. �You have the banking details, right? So how much did the tickets cost?�
Lopez looked at the statements. �Fifty-seven dollars.�
�Bingo!� A split screen displayed on the monitor in front of Nicco. �Two different bus companies, two different prices and fifty-seven dollars belongs to� Greyhound buses.�
Matt Lilburn entered the operations room. None of the intensity had gone � if anything, it had increased. Out of the corner of his eye he caught sight of Evangeline�s shapely silhouette, bent over talking intently to a group at the other side of the room. But before he could make his way over, his name rang out.
�Matt, over here.� Director Hall had spotted him.
�Sir, Ma�am.�
�Stay here.� Hall turned his attention to Lopez. �What was the time the tickets were bought?�
�The first ticket was bought at ten fifty-three.�
�Nicco, when is that bus scheduled to leave the terminal?�
�Eleven-thirty, sir, and the next one at one-twenty.�
�How long is the trip?�
�That would be� Three hours and twenty-five minutes with zero stops.�
Hall did some quick mental calculations. �Arrives fourteen fifty-five at Binghampton. Time now thirteen-ten, half-hour chopper flight from here. We could have a team at Binghampton about an hour before the bus arrives.�
Suzanna interrupted. �Or we intercept the bus.�
�Even better� so that�s the way we�ll play it. Matt, here�s what I want you to do.�

Chapter Thirteen

Lilburn briefed the three other armed agents as the helicopter lifted off from Homeland Security. It had been estimated the target bus was approximately three-quarters into the trip to Binghamton; the four-man interception team was to touch down on the bus route south and follow the road north until the bus was sighted. At a suitable point the bus was to be stopped and the suspects taken into custody. Lilburn handed copies of the suspects� passport photos to the team and updated them on their current appearance.
�Just going over the state line into Pennsylvania now, sir, ETA to highway about five minutes.�
Lilburn nodded thanks to the pilot. The three agents in the back seats prepared themselves for the takedown.
A few minutes later the pilot spotted the road and corrected the helicopter to fly above it at an altitude where it was possible to identify the bus among the vehicles below. Numerous cars and trucks plied the four-lane highway, two lanes of one-way traffic running parallel to the other opposing lanes bisected by a central grass strip.
The pilot gained a visual. �A bus down there, I�ll take it down for a closer look.� The helicopter dipped forward then slowed as it came alongside and above the traveling bus.
�Wrong bus,� Lilburn exclaimed. The pilot continued on. Two more buses were discounted due to being the wrong bus company before their luck changed. A blue, grey and white bus with its distinctive greyhound logo was spotted.
�Thar she blows.� The pilot kept pace with the vehicle below. �If we try to stop her here we could end up in all sorts of shit with the traffic following behind.�
Lilburn had to agree. Stopping a large bus in the middle of a highway posed some problems. �What do you suggest?�
�Every now and again there�s room for a vehicle to pull off to the side of the road. Once I see one ahead, I�ll try to time it right so the bus has room to pull in. Let�s hope the driver can read my mind. If there isn�t a safe place for me to stay on the ground, as soon as you boys jump out, I�ll get airborne.�
�Sounds good to me. You guys all ready back there?� The three nodded.
It wasn�t long before the pilot spotted what he was looking for. �One pull-off spot coming up� we have a bit of distance between the bus and the nearest cars behind. Now�s as good as ever� I have to time this right� Hang on, here we go.�
The helicopter swooped in low over the bus, the pilot wanting to gain the driver�s attention. Then pushing the helicopter out to what the pilot thought was a respectful distance, he carried out a tight one-eighty-degree turn and faced the oncoming bus, hovering inches above ground level, rotors close to the second oncoming lane.
�Go-go-go!� The pilot wasn�t waiting for Lilburn to give the command.
The last thing the Greyhound bus driver expected was the sudden noise and appearance of something big and loud buzzing just over the top of his bus. Instinctively he ducked and gave an expletive as adrenalin surged through him. As the flying object pulled away ahead he recognized the outline of a helicopter. �What the fuck�� His foot came off the accelerator ready to apply the brakes, which he did as soon as he saw the chopper turn to face him, hovering in his lane, and four men with guns leapt out. The bus slowed and was preparing to stop when the driver was signaled by one of them to pull over off the highway. What the hell? What is this� a bus-jacking? The driver pulled off the road and stopped his vehicle.
Four men ran towards him as the helicopter lifted upwards and away from the road. The driver looked in his side mirror; he was safely off the road but that was now the least of his worries. There was a loud slap on his front window, a hand was holding up what looked like a wallet hard against the glass. Focusing on the wallet he saw a distinctive emblem and the words Homeland Security. There was a banging on entry door to the side. �Open the door, open the door.�
Lilburn was the first in the door of the bus. �Police, everyone stay calm and remain seated.�
The bus driver sat motionless and stunned, as did the passengers, who showed every intention of following orders. The passengers remained silent in their seats, a baby began crying, its mother instantly tried to hush the child, holding it tighter in her arms. Lilburn glanced over the passengers the length of the bus, there were no sudden movements, heads remained still, all eyes were fixated on him and his weapon. A teenage boy, earphones in his ears near the front of the bus, sheepishly blinked then reeled back in his seat as he awoke to a man in the aisle prodding him with a gun. The other three agents entered the bus behind Lilburn. Lilburn slowly proceeded down the aisle only taking quick looks at those in the seats near him while paying most attention to what was ahead, like a lead scout on military patrol, ready to immediately react to a threat. Two officers behind him paid more attention to the individual faces; they dismissed the obvious, blacks, whites, very young and very old. Anyone of interest had their faces compared with photos of the suspects. No one matched. Nearing the rear of the bus, Lilburn was becoming concerned; there were precious few passengers left. Then there was none.
�Double check.� Lilburn squeezed around the two officers following and hurried back to the bus driver. The third agent had remained at his station by the door.
�Did any passengers get off the bus?� Lilburn asked the driver.
�No, sir, none.�
�You sure? Think carefully.�
�I�m sure, I�m sure, none got off. We haven�t stopped since leaving New York.�
�This is the bus to Binghamton, right?�
�Yes, sir.�
�What time did you leave?�
�Eleven-thirty from Port Authority.�
�How many passengers on your list?�
�Seventeen� there were meant to be nineteen but two didn�t show.�
�Did you see those two at all?�
�No, sir.�
The two agents rechecking the passengers filed past their boss shaking their heads. Shit. �Right, sorry to bother you, folks.� Lilburn raised his voice. �Apologies for interrupting your journey. Thank you for your time.�
Lilburn was already on his mobile as the Greyhound to Binghamton pulled out into the highway and one startled driver and seventeen rattled passengers resumed their journey.
�Yes, sir, we did a thorough search. The driver said two scheduled passengers failed to turn up.�
Director Hall put down the phone. �Dammit, they weren�t on the bus.�
Immediately Director Lopez made a beeline for Nicco, while quietly uttering profanities under her breath. �Bring up that link to the bus terminal cameras. NOW.�

Chapter Fourteen

Once more Nicco brought back up on his screen the Port Authority Bus Terminal CCTV cameras. He quickly found the two men again by backing up the tapes; all eyes were focused as the bioterrorists purchased their tickets.
Director Hall instructed him to follow the two men, step by step, from that point on. Nicco expertly, jumping from camera to camera, kept the targets in sight.
�There.� Hall pointed to one of the multiple camera shots on the screen. �Targets entering that caf�.�
The small group around Nicco watched as the two men appeared to place an order and sat down at a table.
Hall noticed one of the men glanced at his wrist watch every so often. �That�s the third time he�s checked his watch, they�re waiting for something, or someone. Here we go, they�re off again. Keep on them, Nicco.�
Nicco tapped the keys and deployed the facial recognition software again. �Come on, baby� good girl.�
�What�s that? There, that door.� Director Lopez picked up the targets walking into a restroom. �Make sure we get them if they come out elsewhere.�
�They won�t, ma�am.� Luckily for Nicco, Lopez couldn�t see him rolling his eyes. �Only one way in and one way out.�
�You want to bet your job on that?� said Lopez.
Nicco snorted � he wasn�t concerned � he knew the coffee shop.
�Come on, we�re losing them! Search the other cameras now. Why isn�t facial recognition picking them up?� Lopez sounded irate.
�Speed up the camera, son.�
Nicco did just that; shortly the targets reappeared. One of the men could be seen checking the zip on his trousers as they left the men�s restroom.
They continued to concentrate on the screen in front of them � every so often Yusuf and Bashir disconcertingly disappeared from view. Invariably Nicco was the one who spotted them again. �That�s them� there� taking the escalator down to level two.�
Lopez nodded. �The Greyhound buses leave from there.�
Nicco pointed to the targets. �Just� about� to go from this camera and appear in this shot over here, in five, four, three��
A large group of what appeared to be a tourist party, all walking close together, passed in front of the camera and obscured the view of the two men.
�Two� one� and here they� Where did you go, guys? Nicco looked from one camera screen shot to the next. �Hey dudes, where did you go?� His fingertips rattled the keyboard, searching, trying different cameras, different views. �Shit man, I can�t find them. Whoa, they ought to be there��
�Find them!� Hall said.
Lopez was furious. �You lost them? They can�t just disappear!�
�I�m working on it, ma�am, don�t worry, facial recognition will pick them up.�
�How many minutes have they got to get to their bus?� asked Hall.
�Um� what time did I say the next bus was?�
�Eleven thirty.�
�OK then, let�s see, according to the camera we lost visual of them� at� at eleven twenty-one.�
Hall did the figures in his head. �They have eight or so minutes, time enough. What�s the time on the CCTVs now?�
�Eleven twenty-one� eleven twenty-two, sir.�
�Speed the tape again, go straight to the bus platform, take it forward to eleven-thirty.�
Nicco did so. �That�s the bus there, sir, just leaving.�
�Wind the tape back until the bus door shuts.� A few seconds later the still shot was on the screen. �Now reverse the tape, go slow, let�s see if they get aboard. Count the passengers.�
Nicco counted each and every one.
So did Hall. �Seventeen passengers, just as Lilburn said. Shit, we�ve lost them. Go back to where we last saw them, scour everything, see where the bastards went.�
Five minutes later all had drawn a blank; facial recognition had picked up nothing, none of them had picked up a face. The terrorists weren�t on the bus, they hadn�t even boarded. They had vanished.
�Wait, wait, wait!� Nicco had an idea. �The clothes they were wearing. What was the description?�
Hall stood up straight and bellowed out. �My notes, someone get those notes on the phone call I had with Lilburn, the names, the description of the clothes the two targets were wearing; move, people, move.�
There was a flurry of hands.
�Here it is, sir.�
Director Hall grabbed the notes. �Go to all exits of Port Authority, eleven twenty-two onwards, look for two distinct items of clothing, a white T-shirt with the words �Patriots for Patriots�, the other a black hoodie with �I love Montana� on it. Both carrying blue duffel bags.�
It was Nicco who first noticed something. �There, leaving this entrance here!� When he blew up the shot, two men could be seen leaving by foot.
�Are you sure?� Hall leaned forward for a better look.
�Not really but��
�For God�s sake, move on! They don�t look anything like them. Quit wasting time.� Lopez was adamant the two men in the screen shot were not their targets.
�No, I�m right, look, see what happens if I go back a few frames� See right there, that one at the front, read that writing under the jacket, it�s only a few letters but do you see it?�
Nicco froze the screen shot then zoomed in on two men walking one behind the other. At first glance these two seemed nothing like the descriptions given or the prior footage. Both men were bearded and wore jackets and baseball caps. However, both were carrying bags slung over their shoulders. Nicco zoomed in on the shot of the leading man � part of his body was obscured by nearby pedestrians but his upper torso was in shot. It showed the man�s unzipped jacket and the incomplete wording on the front of his white T-shirt, ��ots for Pa��
Lopez still wasn�t convinced. �Those two have beards, for heaven�s sake.�
�No wait, ma�am. That white T-shirt, extrapolate the first and last words and what do we have? Patriots for Patriots.� Nicco had come up trumps again.
�Yes, we do. Yes, we damn well do.� Hall now had the slightest piece of a clue and he wasn�t about to let go. �Can you get closer to their faces?�
Nicco enlarged the first man�s face. The picture was grainy and not as productive as he liked. �Best I can do.�
Director Hall�s hope dwindled. �Can�t be sure� though the beards could be fake of course.�
Nicco wasn�t giving up. Bringing up the previous shots of the terrorists he studied the images thoughtfully. He had an idea. �The shoes� Look, on these last shots they�re wearing sneakers, the guy with the T-shirt has Nike and the other guy� has Adidas. Now back to the bearded jocks and� a match, it�s a match.�
Hall reeled back. �Christ, you�re right. They�ve put on jackets and caps.�
�And false beards. No wonder facial recognition didn�t pick them up.�
�Track them, I want to see where those sneaky bastards have gone. Suzanna,� Hall looked pleased as he turned to his fellow director. �We�re back on track.�
Lopez smiled and folded her arms.
Nicco expertly followed the path of the two suspects as they made their way from Port Terminal and followed a side walk. The recent upgrading by New York City to the Domain Awareness System Nicco named �the dashboard� and its now greater than four thousand surveillance cameras made the tracking of persons or vehicles a relatively easy matter. A faded red sedan traveling towards the terrorists pulled up in the first lane next to them, holding up traffic behind. The two bearded men could be seen running to the car and wasted no time in opening the doors and getting in. If the camera had been equipped with sound, the viewers watching at Homeland would have heard the honking of horns and the abuse thrown at the driver of the red sedan before it took off and caught up with the mainstream traffic.
�Follow that car. And for chrissakes don�t lose it.�
Nicco was the bloodhound and his handler was Hall.
�Someone get me the New York Police Commissioner on the phone, pronto,� Hall screamed out. Turning to his right, he started to talk to Director Lopez. �Suzanna, I want you� Where the fuck did she go? Anyone see her leave?�
�I just saw her go out the door, sir,� replied a man two desks away.
* * *
Dr. Evangeline Crawston stood over the sink of the restroom down the corridor from the ops room. Looking at her reflection in the mirror, she thought over the last few days. A short while ago she was in London giving an address at King�s College then out of the blue a handsome stranger whisked her to America and an important role in combating a bioterrorism threat she had just been lecturing about. Where would she be tomorrow? Life, she pondered, could be so adventurous. Especially with a man like Matt Lilburn. She screwed up her face. Pity he didn�t seem to have a romantic bone in his gorgeous body. Oh well, you can�t have everything. Evangeline gave a wry smile, as she splashed refreshing water over her face.
Pulling the door of the restroom open to leave, Evangeline was startled as she and Director Lopez came face to face, bumping awkwardly into each other. �Oh my goodness, I am so sorry,� she gasped.
Lopez had her mobile to her ear and let out an expletive, then brushed past without as so much as an excuse me. With a raised eyebrow, Evangeline continued on back to the ops room mulling over the way in which the director handled the awkward situation. Stress or rudeness? A bit of the former and a lot of the latter, she decided.
A staffer approached Director Hall and handed him a note. �Sir, report from Plum Island on the samples supplied this morning.�
Hall took in the contents of the note. After a brief pause as he took in the implications, he violently crumpled the paper before flinging the ball to the floor.
�Commissioner, line two, sir.�
Hall picked up the nearest phone. �Denby, Allan Hall. I think it�s time I brought you up to speed on a situation we have��

Chapter Fifteen

�Is the virus secure?�
�The spray cans are in our backpacks,� Bashir answered.
�Good, very good.� The driver, Egyptian by birth, the heavy weathered lines on his dark chiseled face mostly hidden by a trimmed black beard, peered through his sunglasses at the young man sitting in the front passenger seat to his right. Behind him he could see the other one, al-Nasseri, leaning forward in his seat, one arm resting on his friend�s headrest. Akins Bomani saw that both had a wide-eyed, excited expression, even through the false beards. They would need firm restraint.
�Put your seatbelts on, we do not want to attract attention from the infidels. Take off those beards and place them out of sight.�
�What do you think, Yusuf? They make me look older. I think I�ll keep mine on.�
Bomani wasn�t about to play games with these soft Americans. He was brought up on the streets in his homeland � and he was hard, tough and self-reliant. He could still remember the first man he killed when he was twelve years old. His father had placed the gun in his hand, the victim, a kafir, a Muslim unbeliever who rejected the truth of Islam, sat bound and gagged having been beaten by his father and uncle in the man�s own home. Bomani�s father told him to place the barrel of the gun between the man�s eyes and pull the trigger. That was forty years ago and even now he could feel the gun go off, bucking in his small hand, the blood and brain matter splattering his face and white robes. It was red and white and when some of it landed in his open mouth, warm and sticky. Bomani had lost count since then of the men and women he had killed. Now he kept his mouth closed, whether he used a gun, a knife or a club.
Bashir Zuabi ran a hand through his stuck-on beard, while trying to find a reflection of himself in one of the car windows. He felt a hard jab in his side; when he looked down he saw the barrel of a pistol pointing at his kidneys.
�I will not say it again.�
The two young men were left in no doubt who was in charge. The older man, the one wearing Western jeans and a long-sleeved blue shirt � the one with the real beard. They immediately pulled the whiskers off and buckled their seatbelts. Though neither knew what the other was thinking, both began to realize they were puppets � who had just met one of the puppeteers. The sounds of New York traffic surrounded them. Soon they would be leaving them behind for the quiet of the vast and sprawling countryside. Suddenly they became comforting, familiar. Gingerly, without moving his head, Bashir let his eyes move across to the driver. Bomani reached for his sunglasses and took them off, then turned his head towards his passenger. Their eyes met and Bashir felt himself start to tremble, as those incredibly dark, mesmerizing eyes bored through his head. He tried to look away but he couldn�t � it was Yusuf, in the back seat, who broke the spell.
�My name is Yusuf and this is Bashir � who are you?�
�I know who you are,� was the terse response.
�We did as we were instructed at the bus station, we�ve been told you�ll take us to our destination � but no one�s told us where yet.�
�You will know when we will get there.�
Yusuf al-Nasseri wiped his now sweaty palms on his trousers. �So what do we call you?� A reflection in the rear window driver mirror caught his attention and he saw the same cold eyes that had mesmerized his friend. The short conversation was over, without another word.
The red sedan maneuvered in and out of the busy streets, carefully avoiding any undue attention. A mobile phone call broke the silence. Bomani reached forward and picked up the phone from the dash.
�Yes�� He hung up. A few seconds went by. Without warning, Bomani suddenly lifted both hands off the steering wheel and slammed them back down, swearing. �Xara! The infidels are on to us, they know who you are and your mission.�
�Wha�What?� Bashir was confused. �How could they? It�s not possible.�
�We are at war,� Bomani replied with the benefit of experience. �Anything is possible.�
Yusuf shuffled in his seat, searching the surrounding buildings, vehicles, pedestrians, his eyes going from one perceived threat to another. Winding down his window he put his head out and looked upwards, searching the sky between skyscrapers for helicopters.
�Wind up that window and sit still, you fool. You do not panic or feel afraid when you are with me. If you do you will be of no further use to our cause.�
Catching his breath, Yusuf leaned hard back in his seat, his head pressed against the headrest. Within a few moments he regained composure and then wound up the window.
�I�m sorry. It won�t happen again, I promise, I just��
�Do not be sorry,� snapped Bomani. �Be brave. You are Takfir wal-Hijra, you live for the cause, you must be prepared to die for the cause � become a shahid, a martyr. There is no turning back, you must leave your past behind and prepare yourself to meet Allah and be honored for all eternity by your brotherhood. Takfir is forever. Allahu akbar.�
Zuabi and al-Nasseri sat back, their shoulders slumped, resigned to the fact that their fate was decided. �Allahu akbar,� they replied together, though with noticeably less enthusiasm.
The vehicle drove on northwards within Manhattan then crossed over into the Bronx. Ten minutes later the sedan stopped next to an expansive area of woodland reserve.
Bomani took an old rag and started to carefully wipe down the steering wheel, dash and any other part of the vehicle he had touched. �Gather everything you brought with you and follow me.�
Bashir watched as their driver opened his door and stepped outside. �What about our fingerprints � do you want us to wipe down what we�ve touched?�
Bomani smiled. �There is no point.�
The two young men looked at each other, startled.
With one last look at the vehicle, Bomani was satisfied. He wound down the driver�s window and left the keys in the ignition. Hopefully, he thought, that will be enough.
As they moved deeper into the reserve, with its tall trees and dense undergrowth, Yusuf and Bashir had to hustle to stay close behind Bomani, not letting him out of their sight. Bomani seemed to know where he was going, as the suburban noises gave way to the unfamiliar sights and sounds of wildlife.
Seven minutes on the trees started to space out a bit further and light began to thrust itself down through the canopy to the three men below. Bomani stopped and gathered his bearings. They had come to the other side of the reserve � gradually the noise of everyday life grew louder. Instead of walking out onto the sidewalk, they remained in the cover of the trees and continued walking parallel to the road. A further five minutes went by. Both Yusuf and Bashir were over hiking and thankful when Bomani pulled up and left the trees for the sidewalk. He walked directly across the road to what appeared to be a group of old buildings, a pre-demolition area of abandoned warehousing. The younger two pulled their baseball caps as far down on their heads as possible, both feeling the eyes of the world were watching their every move. A siren from a police car blared in the distance. They looked at each other and prayed it didn�t come any closer.
�Here it is. Help me open the doors.� Bomani took a key and unlocked a padlock on a pair of old wooden doors. Inside, once their eyes became accustomed to the dim light, they saw a large SUV, its hood and front grille facing the doors.
�One of you get in, the other lock the doors when we leave. Make sure you have our canisters with you.�
The green 95 Ford Explorer�s engine started with a puff of smoke from the exhaust and pulled out onto the road. Bashir pulled the rickety doors shut and secured them with the padlock before clambering into the rear.
�Can you at least give us some idea where we�re going?� he asked.
Bomani looked into the rear vision mirror and shifted it slightly so he could see his back-seat passenger. �Your name is Bashir Zuabi, you are twenty-four years old, born to Nizar and Rasha in the American state of New York. You were raised in Islam but it was not until you visited your motherland three years ago that you became a true believer. You met Karam Azrak who showed you our order and the meaning of life and Allah. I know much more about you, more than you would care for me to say in front of your friend. I now think for you. I know where we are going. You don�t need to.�
�How do you know about me? How could you?�
�Allah knows everything.�

Chapter Sixteen

Director Hall was still on the phone informing the Police Commissioner of the terrorist plot. Broadbank wasn�t happy about not being told earlier, but he had little choice but to comply with the instructions of Homeland Security. He was even less impressed when Hall told him explicitly not to identify the threat to anybody � and that included the Mayor.
�So what am I to do, Allan? Mobilize police, go to threat level orange � then not tell anyone what the threat is?�
�Exactly. Use the Advisory System, spread it far and wide, involve the public but do not � and I will repeat that, Denby � do not tell anyone the threat is bioterrorism. Not your 2IC, management team, not even the goddamned mayor. If this gets into the public arena, look out if you have any shares on the stock market � all hell will break loose, even if nothing eventuates. The nation�s competitors will jump on this. Shit, from what the experts are telling me, if this does get into our livestock, expect the US to lose billions of dollars. And Denby� I�m in direct contact with the President, so you better be more watertight than a duck�s ass. Hold on��
Nicco was trying to get his attention.
�Sir, �the dashboard� tracked the vehicle as it went north but we lost them when it went into the Bronx.�
�No cameras there?�
�Not a dickybird.�
�Denby, did you pick that up?�
�Not quite, I could hear you saying something about a dashboard?�
�Their last known location was entering the Bronx. The vehicle is a faded red sedan, registration number�� Hall clicked his fingers and Nicco handed him the written notes. �New York plates number P70 2AB, it�s a 1990 Nissan Maxima reported stolen two days ago.� Hall then read out the names and descriptions of the suspects and a partial description of the driver.
Commissioner Broadbank didn�t need telling twice. �I�ll go to orange straight away, we�ll say it�s another terrorist bomb threat. I�ll have personnel on the ground, with air support, scouring the last known area for the car and an APB over the entire state. Media will be advised. �
�Appreciate that, Denby. I�ll keep you in touch.�
Hall replaced the telephone handset then issued a further set of orders. �I want to be connected to the police commissioners of every state bordering New York, we need to widen the umbrella. Where the hell is Director Lopez? This is turning into a right clusterfuck.�
Evangeline answered. �I saw her a minute ago, going into the ladies� WC.�
�The what?�
�The WC.� It then occurred to Evangeline that she wasn�t in the UK. �Sorry, I mean the ladies� restroom.�
�Forgive me, Doc, I should be apologizing to you for my language � and thanks for answering my question.� Hall turned and walked away, barking another instruction to all and sundry: �Let�s go now. Where the hang is Lilburn? And will someone get Director Lopez out of the fucking john. Jesus fucking wept.
* * *
�Let�s go. Get this motherfucker on the road.�
�Oh man, this just shit.�
�Waddup, blood?�
The five Bloods couldn�t believe their luck as they spotted the Nissan Maxima, keys in the ignition and doors unlocked. It was just screaming out to be taken, the opportunity too great to miss. Bundled into the car four pairs of eyes were scouring the surrounding area for any sign they may have been seen, while the driver was looking for the auto-shift lever.
�How the fuck ya drive this thing, man? It don�t say park, neutral, there�s no drive. Just this stick thing poking up.�
The boys all looked down at the manual gear shift. None of them had ever driven a manual car before. The driver yanked on the lever trying to pull and push it this way and that, to no avail. One of the boys in the back had a bright idea.
�Just start the engine and put your foot down.�
The driver did just that and as the engine turned over and caught the car violently lurched forward then stalled. Once again the driver tried the same and again the car lurched forward.
�Yo man, I seen on the movies � this car had one of these things and you got to push something in with your foot to make it go. Like you need to use both legs or somethin� like that.�
The driver looked down between his legs and saw there were three pedals, where he had expected there to be only two. Pushing the first clutch he had ever seen to the floor he again started the engine and accelerated. The car�s engine screamed as the revs increased. �We ain�t going nowhere.� He relaxed the pressure on the clutch, tired of holding it down. The engine was still revving, extremely high. Suddenly the gears engaged and the car just didn�t lurch forward � it careered forward, wheels spinning on the seal, G-forces pushing the occupants back in their seats. The driver hung on, too startled to know what to do. �Aarrgh!�
�Turn the wheel, turn the wheel� brake!� The Nissan screeched to a bone-rattling stop, sending its occupants flying forward, only to come to an abrupt stop, the youth in the front passenger seat cracking his head on the windscreen. Cries of angry profanity rang out followed by a relentless abuse at both the driver and the vehicle�s maker.
�One more go, one more,� said the driver. The road was clear ahead as he tried to recall how he made the vehicle move. Pushing the left side pedal to the floor, and putting his other foot on the middle pedal, he turned the key � only this time this time he didn�t apply as many revs. The engine started again. �OK, OK, baby.� Very carefully the driver let the pressure go on the clutch, the gear engaged� and the car moved off. �Yeeha, you motherfucker.� Moving forward normally the driver increased the speed.
�Turn left here.�
The driver applied pressure to the brakes and the car slowed until it only just rolled forward. Turning the wheel to take the corner, a big smile broke out on the driver�s face, �Who da man, who da�� The vehicle jerked then jerked forward again as the motor slowed� too slow for the gearing. The driver did the only thing he could think of: he floored the accelerator and the car exploded forward giving him such a fright he slammed on the brake followed once again by the accelerator. The car bunny-hopped out of control until finally the engine died.
�Piece of shit� you fucking piece of shit!�
�Leave it,� the front passenger said, frustrated that their easy pickings had turned into a disaster. �Let�s go find a real car.�
By now five angry and frustrated boys pushed the car doors open, hurling contempt at the Nissan. They were so busy ranting, raving and kicking in the panels to notice the blue uniformed men and the weapons trained on them.
�NYPD. Place your hands in the air and don�t move.�

Chapter Seventeen

The three terrorists and their payload of spray cans silently left the Bronx, the Ford Explorer first crossing the smaller Harlem River, then the mighty Hudson, spanned by the George Washington Bridge. Even Bomani was impressed by the huge iron structure, with its immense steel cables running the length of the bridge in a reversed arch, supported near the ends by huge towers. They were awe inspiring and the views between the vertical suspender cables majestic. A wonderful target for a future mission, he thought.
His passengers were now better informed about the general direction they were headed. West. As they drove further from the Hudson, the greater their confidence grew. Of course they would succeed � failure was unthinkable, with Allah on their side. Yusuf felt less and less that he had made a terrible mistake by joining the Takfir wal-Hijra brotherhood. He grinned at his friend.
Any illusion of a road trip vanished as soon as Bomani spoke without taking his eyes off the road. �In one hour from now we will arrive. Tell me exactly what you are going to do.�
Bashir and Yusuf were both taken back. This close? For weeks they had speculated they might be heading to Texas, Kansas or Nebraska, some of the leading cattle-producing states. When they had received instructions to buy bus tickets to Binghamton, even though they knew this was a false trail, they had resigned themselves to less adventure and not going far from home. But this close?
Bashir looked at his friend. Yusuf was no longer smiling. Taking a large swallow Bashir said, �Only an hour? We assumed we would��
�Assume nothing,� snapped back Bomani, interrupting him. �Our strength is surprise and speed. Already you have been compromised, but we have planned for this contingency. Now tell me your instructions and how you will carry them out.�
�Yusuf and I go to a cattle auction. We find where the cattle are penned, choose a place where there are few people walking about, then reach in between the rails and spray the virus on the cattle.�
Bomani nodded. �And what sort of cattle are you looking for?�
�Breeding cows or young cattle.�
�And why?�
�Because those are the ones most likely to go to other farms, which will mean the virus is spread far and wide.�
�Good. Now, tell me what you are to do when we have finished our work for Allah. You, Yusuf, you tell me.�
�We � we return to our home and assimilate ourselves back into Western society. We are never to mention this to anyone.�
It was Bomani�s turn to smile; it was the only time there had been anything other than a stern, uncompromising look on his face. �Of course, my brothers. Once a Takfir, always a Takfir.�
He looked straight ahead � and if Yusuf and Bashir could have seen his eyes, they would never have set foot in the Ford Explorer. Bomani had survived this long only because of his primeval instinct for survival. Fools, he thought, you have assumed again.
* * *
Inox, New Jersey � population just under nine thousand, in 2004 named the eighty-first town out of the Top One Hundred to Live and Work in the USA, by Money magazine. It hadn�t been included since. Surrounded by farmland and beautiful forests, in fall the undulating landscape turns to an absolute symphony of bronze, yellow, red and green.
Mainway�s Auctioneers run twice-weekly auctions; one livestock, the other general merchandise. Bidding for the cattle sales takes place in a large, closed-in pavilion. Outside were steel and wooden livestock yards, a large graveled parking lot for vehicles and a further large building.
The livestock auction of a line of cattle was nearly completed for the estate sale of one of the local identities. With the vendor�s untimely death, his Holstein-Friesian herd of in-milk, in-calf cows and yet-to-calve heifers had been placed on the market. Buyers had come to bid, recognizing the proven bloodlines and milking potential of this particular herd. Big Bill Lomas, the owner and proprietor of the auction establishment, was sitting at his desk in the sales office. He stared at his computer screen, trying to fathom the email from the New Jersey Police Department.
�What in tarnation is this all about?�
The livestock sales clerk looked up from her books, puzzled by his remark.
�I�ve just got this message from the NJPD, telling us to be �diligent and proactive in our observation of any unusual or suspicious behavior.� It goes on to say �any suspected or observed incidents must immediately be reported with the utmost urgency to this office.� Goddamn, Josie, what do you make of that?�
�I haven�t the slightest idea,� she replied. �Maybe we have a serial killer?�
�In Inoz? At the saleyards? Now� I can think of something worse than that. I mean� they sent it to us, a livestock yard. Maybe it�s one of those, you know� perverts?�
�No, you got me, Bill.�
�Come on, Josie, you know, one of those beasti� I can�t bring myself to even say it.�
�Oh my goodness gracious me, not one of those men who do unthinkable things to��
�Yeah, I reckon it might just be that, Josie! Dang it, I�m going to tell the boys to look out for any weirdos hangin� around the cattle.� Big Bill rose to his Western-booted feet, hitched up his denims as far as they could go beneath his paunch and placed his Stetson on his head. The clerk could hear him mumbling to himself as he strode out the door. �Damn perverts��
Taking a quick, suspicious glance over the car park, where the buyers� cars, pick-ups and small trucks were clustered at one end and the large stock trucks at the other, he made his way over to the livestock pavilion.
The sound of the auctioneer with his ultra-quick banter was like a cash register to Big Bill. He loved the sound and the atmosphere of dozens of prospective buyers drooling over the animals paraded before them. He couldn�t believe it had been over forty years � goddamn, I love this place.
�Hey Jimmy, quick word in private.�
The head auctioneer followed his boss to where no one would overhear them.
�Jimmy, I just got this email from the police, telling us to look out for lowlifes around the yards.�
�I�ve seen some kids playing behind the yards over there� but that�s all.�
�These won�t be kids, Jimmy, more like dirty old men after our juicy young heifers.�
�You�re kidding me� right?�
Big Bill shook his head.
�Got to be damn near thirty years ago since we had one of those perverts around here! I�ll tell the boys to keep en eye out, boss.�
�Thanks. How�s the sale going?�
�Just got the in-calf cows to go, there�s been good demand for the in-milk cows and some of the heifers went for more than expected. A load of buyers and agents here from interstate.�
�Not surprised. Mr. Mason, God rest his soul, was a damn fine farmer and stockman. Real shame his demise, real shame. Anyways, Jimmy, appreciate it if you let the boys know straight away. Any sign, they get back to me.�
* * *
Yusuf and Bashir had been silent for the remainder of the hour it took them to reach their destination. They had rightly concluded their comrade-in-arms wasn�t the talkative type � an intensity hung over him, like a veil of invisibility.
The Ford Explorer crunched gravel as it slowly drove into Mainway�s Auctioneers� car park. Bomani cut the engine and looked around the complex with cold calculation. Yusuf�s leg started to twitch, the muscle spasms catching the driver�s eye. �Calm yourself� now.�
Yusuf grabbed his thigh, closed his eyes and prayed that Allah would look after him.
Bomani was the ultimate in self-discipline, his voice calm. �Take only two cans and go to that area over there.� He pointed through the other parked vehicles to the outside holding yards where large numbers of black and white cattle could be seen. �I cannot see people there, that is good. Both of you go now with the blessing of our brothers and do Allah�s work. Force the American cows to breathe the virus. Do not get caught� this is only the first of our targets, we have much more work to do.� Bomani then gave his final signal to proceed. �Allahu akbar.�
Only Bashir had the composure to respond. Yusuf was far too frightened.
�Quickly,� Bashir said. �We mustn�t attract attention.�
Yusuf felt as if his legs were made of heavy stone as he lagged behind. �Bashir, I feel like there�s a dagger in my back and death in front of me! I�m scared.�
Bashir slowed down and waited for Yusuf to catch up, then placed a hand on his shoulder. He looked back to the car, where Bomani was watching. �The dagger is only our friend�s eyes and to our front is our destiny. You�ve got nothing to be afraid of � remember when we were back in Afghanistan at training camp? We faced greater dangers there, we had bullets fired over our heads to make us men.�
�But this guy gives me the creeps� I don�t trust him.�
�You don�t have to like him� and our trust is with Allah. Look, there are the cows. Just ahead.�
By now the cattle yards were close, the smells stronger and stronger the closer they came. The city dwellers were unaccustomed to the distinctive aroma.
�It smells like shit!�
�Exactly, Yusuf, exactly.�
The two laughed, which made Yusuf feel better.
�Wait.� Bashir pulled up suddenly.
�What is it, have we been seen?�
Bashir hesitated; he had seen two men further over in the cattle yards, herding cows out to pens from the adjoining large pavilion. �No, I don�t think so. This way.�
Taking the lead Bashir veered away and approached the yards from an angle. The yards were made of wooden railings. Between the railings, the two could see the large beasts milling around on concrete pads. The odd cow watched as the two humans approached, some were chewing their cud while standing, some were laying down, resting.
�We�re too far from them � we can�t reach them through the rails.�
�I know � but we have to spray directly into their noses. We�ll have to get in with them.�
�I�ve never been this close to cows before,� said Yusuf. �What if some of them are bulls?�
�Then we really will be in the shit.�
�You are such a big help. You go first.�
Bashir looked cautiously around for any sign of someone looking. As far as he could tell no one was. �Here, hold this while I get over.� He handed his friend the spray can then cautiously stepped up on the first rail. His heart pounded in his chest. The cattle showed some anxiety as he drew himself up, leapt quickly over the rail, then crouched down in the yard. His feet squashed into animal dung. Reaching through the rails, while keeping a close eye on the cattle not six feet from him, Bashir grabbed for the two cans. A cow gave a loud cough. Startled, Bashir turned quickly and the cans caught between the rails. One hit the concrete floor of the yard, clinking before coming to rest in the muck, the other tumbled backwards to the gravel next to Yusuf.
�Fuck!� Backed hard up against the rail, it was Bashir�s turn to feel vulnerable. Slowly he regained his composure as he realized the cows weren�t going to attack him. The animals themselves were uneasy, sensing fear in the human. Most of those that were sitting rose to their feet, and the cattle all looked towards the two men. Bashir forced himself to look away for the dropped cans � there � he saw one lying in the yard.
�Are you all right?�
�Of course I am!�
�Do you see the other can?�
�Yes.� Bashir crouched down and felt for the can in the yard. Not a good idea. The cows looked even bigger from closer to the ground. A couple of the more inquisitive ones inched forward, their heads low, snorting intermittently. Blindly Bashir reached out for the dropped can, his hand making a small bow wave as it pushed through a slurry of excrement. Clutching the virus-filled can he slowly stood up and grimaced at the shit-covered surface. He would never make a cattleman.
Yusuf watched from relative safety on the other side of the rails as Bashir pulled off the plastic lid and walked cautiously forward. �Nice cows, nice cows.� His feet squelched, and he realized his running shoes probably weren�t the most appropriate footwear for a cattle yard. He hoped he would have time later to clean them before getting back into the Ford. Some of the cattle moved to one side as he approached, others remained still. One in particular with long eyelashes had a kinder face � that would be his first victim. The targeted cow flicked her ears. The human was very close, she reached out towards him, stretching her long neck, her tongue pushing forward trying to reach him. The cow belched, sending a foul breath of methane gas towards him and he had his first whiff of the gaseous contents of one of a cow�s four stomachs. Bashir extended his arm, his hand holding the can, his finger on the spray nozzle. The moment was close � the first transmission of foot-and-mouth disease in America since 1929 � it would take only one infected animal to be diagnosed and the country�s economic growth would be affected. The friendly cow with the long eyebrows opened her mouth inches from the can and thrust her large tongue forward again. Bashir pressed the nozzle.
�Have you done it?� hissed Yusuf.
Bashir again pressed the nozzle down. He retracted his arm and looked at the can, then violently shaking it, causing some of the wetter cow manure to fly off. He tried again. �It�s not working� it won�t spray. The solution won�t come out.�
�Here, come and get my can!� Yusuf called out from the other side of the wooden rails.
Two of Mainway�s employees were bringing a pen of sold cattle from the pavilion back to the holding yards. One looked up at the sound. �Hey, you hear that?�
�Someone over by the far pen?� replied the other man.
�Yeah, I reckon. You go ahead and pen these heifers, I�m going to go have a look.�
�If you catch any dirty bastard with his pants down, use your stick and whack his pecker off.�
�Yeah!� The first man climbed up on the railings next to him for a better look. Scanning over the backs of the cattle in the individual pens, his expert eye noticed one group facing in one direction, their attention focused on something in particular. Grabbing a hand rail above he pulled himself up onto the narrow plank walkway running the length of the outside cattle yards. He noticed two men, one in the yard itself. You dirty perverts, he thought. �Danny,� he yelled down to his workmate. �Go get help, there�s two of them and one�s in the yard. �HEY YOU! What the fuck d�you think you�re doing with them cows?�
Yusuf was handing over the second can when a loud voice barked out, obviously directed at them. Both men froze; they knew they�d been caught. Yusuf was the first to run, his flight spurring Bashir, who leapt up the wooden rails, sending muck flying in all directions before jumping to the ground and hurtling after Yusuf. They ran as they had never run before, bouncing off parked cars, gravel spraying up from their feet, towards the only place of safety they knew, the Ford Explorer.
Bomani watched as the boys ran towards him. In his chaotic flight to the Ford, Yusuf tripped tumbling head first, the palms of his hands taking the brunt of the landing on the gravel parking lot. Without wasting an iota of time he regained his feet and continued the remaining few yards to the vehicle. He yanked open the door and flung himself into the rear seat. Bashir was close behind. Bomani gunned the Ford, sending dust and gravel into nearby vehicles.
�Did you do it? Did you carry out the mission?� Bomani yelled as he spun the steering wheel. �Speak to me!�
Panting with adrenalin-inspired exhaustion and trying to retain his seat in the fast turning vehicle, Bashir told him the can had failed to spray and they had been discovered. He cringed, anticipating the reaction. There was an ominous silence.
The Ford shuddered as it left the gravel and over the guttering onto the seal road. Bomani put his contingency plan into effect, following the directions from the GPS unit on the dashboard. He didn�t speak to his traveling companions, his face expressionless. The coldness and continued silence made the two young men uneasy. Bashir glanced towards Yusuf, who had tucked himself up in a ball. Hugging his legs and leaning against the door, he gazed into the distance.

Chapter Eighteen

The report was marked urgent. It was handed to Director Hall who placed his glasses on and read the information sent from the Police Commissioner of New Jersey. The news was bittersweet. Removing his glasses he rubbed his forehead, pressing his thumb hard into the spot between his eyes as if he had a powerful migraine, which at that moment he didn�t. Not yet. Hall dialed the number on the report for Mainway�s Auctioneers.
�Mainway�s Auctioneers, Josie speaking, how may I help you?�
�Josie, my name is Allan Hall, Homeland Security. I believe your employer is a Mr. Bill Lomas. May I speak to him please, this is an urgent matter.�
�I�ll just have someone page him for you, one moment please.� Josie laid the phone down on her desk. For a few seconds she stared at it, trying to fathom out if the call was legitimate or not. Homeland Security phoning here! Josie knew Big Bill had called the number on the email he received about suspicious behavior so she wouldn�t have been surprised to see or hear from the local police. But Homeland Security! Josie stood up and walked to the door, where she leaned on the frame and looked around for Big Bill.
On the other end of the line a loud thudding came through the receiver. Director Hall heard the phone laid down on presumably a desk, then a screech of a chair on what sounded like wooden floorboards. �Bill, over here, you�re wanted on the phone.�
That�ll be their paging service, he surmised.
�Tell �em I�m busy and take a number,� yelled Big Bill.
�Think you ought to take it, Bill, the guy said he was from Homeland Security.�
�Homeland� what the� I better take this, boys,� Bill said to a couple of the auction staff.
Big Bill stepped into the office and whispered to Josie, �You sure? Homeland Security, not Inox police?
�That�s what he said,� Josie whispered back.
Clearing his throat, Big Bill picked up the phone. �Howdy, Bill Lomas, what can I do for you?�
�Bill, my name is Director Allan Hall, I understand you had a bit of a skirmish a short while ago. Tell me what happened.�
�Yessir, of course.� Big Bill reached for a chair; he needed to sit down for this. �Well, two of my boys caught this cow botherer in one of the yards out back.�
�Cow botherer?�
�Yeah, you know, one of those people who� well, just like the email said, we were to look out for suspicious behavior and some Arab blokes in our yards with our cows just didn�t seem right, if you know what I mean.�
�Arab men?�
�Yep, that�s what the boys said, there were two Arab-looking men and a getaway driver. What the hell is going on� I mean maybe once in a blue moon you might get a cow botherer, but two together��
�Mr. Lomas, were they seen doing anything and I don�t mean screwing cows, were they doing anything else?�
�Well, they didn�t actually see anything. All the Arab in the yard had time for was trying to reach out and touch the cattle.�
�Anything in the man�s hands?�
�Boys didn�t say. I can go ask them if you like?�
�Later. What about the car they drove, did you get a description?�
�Sure did, it was a green Ford Explorer, older model. Didn�t get the plates though.�
�Now think hard, Mr. Lomas, anything else your boys noticed? No matter how small.�
�Well now� when you say small� There was something � a couple of spray cans. They were definitely outta place, you know � so we figured they must have been dropped when Joe and Danny spooked �em.�
Hall shut his eyes, this time he could actually feel a pain in his head coming on. Spray cans. It sounded as if it was already too late and the infection had been released. �Describe the cans.�
�The boys told me they just chucked �em in the bin. Deodorant � which is a joke � they were covered in muck and stunk something awful.�
�Mr. Lomas, this is very important. I need you to do exactly as I say. Lock down the auction now. Not a single animal leaves, not� a� single� animal. Do it right now, tell the lady with you to give those instructions to your employees. You remain on the phone.�
Josie couldn�t hear the conversation but she saw her boss drop his jaw, his mouth remained open as he swung around. She listened as Big Bill told her where to go and what to do. He clicked a finger and sent an index finger pointing towards the door. Do it NOW.
�OK sir, I� I have someone doing that.�
�Good, now this is what else you have to do��
When Bill Lomas finally did get off the phone he understood exactly what he had to do and how to do it. He�d been told the local police would be the first on the scene, followed by Homeland Security. He was cautioned to remain tight-lipped about any suspicions he might have regarding what this was all about, as even the police didn�t know. He gave his word.

Chapter Nineteen

174th Fighter Wing, Hancock Field Ground Control Station, Syracuse, was approximately one hundred and fifty miles north-northwest of Albany.
�You are cleared for take-off.�
�Roger, tower.�
The pilot increased ground speed before easing back the joystick. Once off the ground he sat more comfortably in his leather armchair. �This mission is a bit different, makes a change from going to Afghanistan. Deborah wants me to go out tonight to her parents� place.�
�So, you�d be looking forward to that then?� the Sensor Operator said, sipping his cappuccino.
�I�ve been out twice this week already, once to a damn ballet and then one of the kids had a birthday party to go to. How are the computer diagnostics reading?�
�Reading AOK. Optics looking good, cloud cover minimal. It�s a beautiful day out there.�
The MQ-9 Reaper drone maneuvered around and headed for Inox. At a cruising speed of around two hundred and thirty miles per hour, the unmanned aircraft�s destination was less than one hour away.
�A green Ford Explorer. The call came from Homeland � it must be one hell of a high priority for us to be called in.�
* * *
Directors Hall and Lopez studied the large map on the wall. Lopez drew an imaginary circle around Inox. �New Jersey state and local police are placing road blocks on all major roads within this area. They�re also targeting all other known livestock auction centers, as well as slaughterhouses, within a hundred-mile radius of Inox.�
�Good,� said Hall. �I�ve sent a chopper with a biohazard expert to Inox to neutralize the two discarded cans and take them directly to Plum Island for diagnostics. Inox police have placed a non-movement order on the remaining livestock at the auction yards, while Plum is sending out a team to see if we have an outbreak of the virus, and organize any necessary countermeasures if we do. One small consolation is that the owner of the auction business says there were no cattle transported after they had the run-in with our Arabs, as he calls them.�
�At least that�s a small mercy.� Lopez sounded pleased. �Any more news on the terrorist cell?�
�Nothing. Lilburn and his team are on their way to Inox by chopper and the drone should be searching for the cell any moment now.�
�Sir.� A staffer approached.
�Yes.�
�We have live feed up on the screens from Reaper, sir.�
�Very good, thank you. I want two personnel watching the feed at all times.� The staffer acknowledged and left.
�What�s your gut feeling, Suzanna, do you think we�ll get lucky or do you think the US now has foot-and-mouth?� Hall lowered his voice as he spoke. �Are we going to be winners or losers?�
Lopez stared down at her feet then lifted her head. Looking into Hall�s hard eyes, she could almost see her own reflection. �There won�t be any winners after this has finished. Just losers.� Lopez turned abruptly and walked over towards the monitor with the live stream from the Reaper.
Hall was bemused; her reply had been unexpected, and not what he would have picked. Suzanna Lopez was an incredibly ambitious woman who had succeeded in what was very much a male domain. It hadn�t been easy but she had paid her dues and overcome, outwitted or outgunned a lot of criticism and negative response to rise to her current position. Hall narrowed his eyes, and nodded to himself, before joining her at the live stream.
Once it arrived at its destination, high above the cattle yards at Inox, the Reaper began a systematic search. The images it sent back were carefully studied at two separate locations. The team at Homeland could see when the sensor operator at Syracuse, guiding the camera, spotted any vehicle or point of interest on the ground, as the camera zoomed in for closer inspection. The next twenty-five minutes clicked slowly by; minute by minute.
�Sir, ma�am, possible target identified.�
Hall reacted to the message quickly and came up behind the two seated men, who never took their eyes off the screen. One had a phone headset, in direct contact with the sensor operator at Syracuse. The vehicle matched the description of the suspect vehicle perfectly. The camera focused on the four-wheel drive as it sped westward away from Inox, along a gravel road and sending up a cloud of dust.
�Someone show me on the map exactly where they are,� demanded Hall.
�Right here, sir.�
�Do we know one hundred percent that�s our target?
�No, sir.�
It was a familiar dilemma. Put valuable strategic resources into this vehicle or hold off and wait for further confirmation of the target�s identity?
�Is that Syracuse you have on the phone?�
�Yes, sir.�
Hall took the man�s headset. �Director Hall. Can you get in closer so we can see the occupants?�
�We�ll see what we can do, sir.� Hall could hear the operator giving instructions to the pilot in the background. �Going in closer now, sir.�
Hall handed the headset back to the staffer.
�But is that our vehicle?� asked Lopez.
�Could be, the drone�s going in for a closer look. Lilburn and his team will still be about ten minutes away. That vehicle is sure going like a bat out of hell. There are cattle ranches right through this area, any place they could pull over, stop, lean over a fence and release the virus into the face of a cow. You know I��
�Wow!� One of the watchers reeled back in surprise. �Holy shit, did you see that?�
Everyone�s concentration returned to the live feed. The Ford Explorer had spun around and around on the gravel road before coming to a halt, enveloped in a cloud of thick dust.
�What the hell just happened?� Hall bellowed.
�A small tractor pulled out onto the road from nowhere, sir. The subject vehicle had no chance to avoid it and clipped the front before going into those three-sixty spins. Last I saw of the tractor before it was obscured by the dust, it was going over.�
The team gathered around the live feed could barely see � the dust was only just starting to settle. The Reaper pilot had now put the drone into as tight a pattern as he could. The accident scene began to appear. The Ford had remained upright and come to a complete halt, facing the way it had come and by pure good fortune, still on the road. The tractor was lying on its side. A person could be seen in a spasmodic run heading for the Ford and away from the tractor. The running man made it to the vehicle, everyone saw him bend down and look inside. The man suddenly stepped back away from the Ford, his actions stiff, unnatural. He turned, then started running back the way he came but fell down flat on his face. He didn�t move.
There was a sharp intake of breath, then Lopez gasped. �I think he�s been shot!�
The operations room at Homeland went quiet. No one other than the four around the live screen had seen the event but most heard Director Lopez.
The driver�s door of the Ford opened and a figure got out. The individual moved over to the man lying face down on the road, a pistol could be seen pointing at the man.
It wasn�t discernible if the weapon bucked in his hand or not, but the general consensus was they had just witnessed a coup de gr�ce. Two other individuals exited the Ford and could be seen walking towards the executioner. They gathered the body up and disposed of it unceremoniously, off to the side of the road. One of the two men stood in the road and looked up to the sky. He seemed to be gathering his thoughts, his eyes closed.
Director Hall jumped at the opportunity. �Get facial recog on him! Looks like one of the two we�re after!
�What are you going to do now, Allan?�
Hall didn�t even look at her. �One Hellfire missile from the drone should do the trick, all over, end of story.�
�No� you can�t.�
Hall looked daggers at Director Lopez, who quickly qualified her response. �You can�t blow them up, the virus would become airborne.�
�Absolutely correct, Director Lopez.� Dr. Crawston made her way to the two directors. �Any release of the virus into the atmosphere, especially in the form of a pressurized spray, could be catastrophic. The virus can travel thirty-five miles or more over land.�
�Thank you, Dr. Crawston. We won�t be blowing them sky-high just yet, Allan.� Lopez looked triumphant.
�Sir, confirmation of facial recognition, the person is Yusuf al-Nasseri.�
�That�s one of our two terrorists.� Hall looked pleased to move on. �Get me Matt Lilburn.�
Matt Lilburn, flying en-route with three other heavily armed members of the interception team, took the call. The instructions were clear and precise. Lilburn passed the location to the pilot, then briefed the men. Five minutes to target.
* * *
Bomani looked into his side mirror, looking back on the roadside carnage he had just left, dust from his moving vehicle now obscuring most of the scene. It was unfortunate for the farmer that he drove his tractor into the road without looking for traffic, a mistake he would never make again. Bomani�s mobile phone rang, he glanced at the screen. �Yes.� The conversation was short and one sided. He ended the call without saying another word.
Yusuf and Bashir, watching silently from the back seat, could see that Bomani was troubled. Bomani looked upwards then brought the Ford to a stop. They watched intently as he entered a name into the GPS mounted on the dash. With a few more taps of his finger a line appeared on the screen. The line started from Albany and went directly to their own position.
The Ford Explorer didn�t stop at the wooden roadside gate leading into a grassed field; it plowed on through the gate splintering around it. Fifty yards away was a group of trees with large high canopies. Bomani chose his angle of entry carefully and brought the vehicle to a halt just out of view from the air. He told his passengers to leave the vehicle and lie down on the ground beside the Ford. Yusuf and Bashir did as they were told. Bomani remained inside the vehicle and crawled over the seats, pushing and pulling himself to the back of the vehicle, where he pushed a button and folded one half of the rear seat up then the other, giving himself more room to move. From the inside, he opened up the rear door. Unzipping the long nylon case he had stored in the back, he pulled out the sleek lines of a bolt action rifle with mounted scope. Making himself comfortable on the floor, he rested his back on the upturned seats and brought his knees up for support. Bomani looked through the scope and flicked the weapons safety off. He waited.
* * *
�Matt, the vehicle is stationary under some trees two clicks directly to your front in a field, we�re sending the coordinates to the pilot now.�
The pilot locked in the coordinates and could see the group of trees in the distance. �That�s their location, under those trees � just one click away.�
Lilburn studied the terrain and the situation. The vehicle appeared to be hiding in a field under trees, for what reason remained unclear. Off the road and in a field gave his team the edge, maneuverability would be harder for the vehicle on grass compared to the road, there were obstacles in and around fields, fences, ditches, so why would the driver go off road? Lilburn wished he had more information from the drone. It just didn�t add up. Why?
�Half a click till RV. Where would you like me to put Gracie down?�
From five hundred feet up, Gracie�s occupants could make out the outline of the rear of the Ford Explorer under the canopy. Lilburn saw the rear door was open. Uh-oh. I don�t like this, I don�t like any of this� the hairs on his neck stood on end.
�Change course, change course!� Lilburn yelled.
The first bullet struck the EC120 helicopter a glancing blow by the pilot�s feet, punching a hole in the windshield then traveled into the cockpit and embedded itself in the pilot�s seat. The pilot felt the impact. In the short time he had to react and take evasive action, the bolt on the rifle had opened, ejected the spent cartridge and loaded a live round into the chamber. The second round fired from the back of the Ford Explorer was more deadly, its trajectory ending up in the pilot�s left upper arm, mincing flesh. The pilot screamed out in agony as his body contorted. As his right hand involuntarily let go of the cyclic stick his knees knocked it, causing the helicopter to violently pitch and yaw out of control.
The pain was intense, so much so all self-preservation was lost as he had no choice but to ride where the pain took him. The pilot�s hands had closed tight as he struggled to override his natural inclination to roll up into a ball. A voice next to him was shouting, the shouting gradually penetrated his world of pain, and he understood what was being said. Get control, get control! Expert training kicked in and the pilot began to override his own body; grabbing the cyclic stick and applying pressure to the correct pedals, he leveled off.
Grunting with pain, he gasped: �I have to land this thing unless you can fly a helicopter?�
There was little Lilburn could do. �Best you land then. You going to be OK?�
�Yeah� aw shit that hurts. We still have forward momentum so things could be worse. The landing� Jesus� the landing may be a bit rough. Gracie baby � bring us down.�
The pilot let Albany know the predicament and grid reference then took the helicopter down. Lilburn watched as the pilot used his knees to control the cyclic stick while adjusting the collective with his good arm. Descending as quickly as he could, the pilot felt lightheaded, shock was starting to set in. Expertly judging his moves, he again juggled the cyclic while reaching across and down to the collective. �Hang on, boys.�
The helicopter hit the ground much harder than normal; the skids absorbed the shock of a more than usually abrupt landing but to the relief of everyone on board, the craft remained upright. The pilot shut the controls down, his job over. �Good girl.�
* * *
Bomani watched as his second shot appeared to fatally wound the helicopter flying directly towards him. He watched his handiwork as the helicopter swung wildly this way and that, then drilled down to the ground, the final impact obstructed by the contour of the land. The helicopter was one thing to take out, it had presented no difficulty. The drone overhead locked on to his position was another.
When Bomani fired the rifle, Bashir and Yusuf thought they were being attacked. It was Bashir who first saw the incoming helicopter and it was he who now praised Bomani�s marksmanship.
�Man! You shot it down� just like that! But� how did you know a helicopter was coming?�
Bomani didn�t respond, instead he packed away his rifle and told the others to put the rear seats up in the vehicle then get in. There was no time for self-congratulation. At the wheel of the Ford the driver input the route on the GPS to his next objective.
* * *
At Homeland the two staffers with Director Hall watched as the green 95 Ford Explorer left the cover of the tree canopy, crossed the field and regained speed on the road. Lopez was busy with a pressing matter of a downed helicopter and at least one injury.

Chapter Twenty

A Jeep approached the downed helicopter, bouncing over the clods of earth from the recently plowed field. The driver, a teenage farmhand, pulled up near the men standing alongside the aircraft. He could see one man with a bloody arm being attended to. When he noticed the men were armed he had second thoughts about being here.
�Are you folks all right?� the farmhand nervously inquired.
A tall athletic-looking man approached him and reached for something in his jacket pocket. The farmhand swallowed and thought about how far he could get if he put his foot down. In this plowed field, it wouldn�t be far!
�Homeland Security, we could do with your help.�
Lance McAllister felt a surge of relief. Identification flashed before him.
�Yeah, sure, um, what would you like me to do? I can go get help or something?�
�What�s your name?� asked Matt Lilburn.
�Lance. Lance McAllister, sir.�
�OK, Lance, here�s how you can help��
* * *
The farmhand gave an awkward wave as four Homeland Security agents left in his boss�s Jeep driving across the field without him. He sat down on the earth next to his bandaged patient propped up against the helicopter. He looked at the pilot curiously. Never seen a man with a gunshot wound � well, not in real life.
�Does it hurt, mister?�
�Only when I laugh, Lance. You know any jokes?�
�Yeah but you just said��
�Just kidding. Let�s hear one. We have a bit of time to fill.�
�Well, all right then, let me think.� Lance McAllister tipped his black cowboy hat back on his head and recited what he remembered of the first, and the crudest, of his repertoire. Eskimo Nell. �From over the hill in a sawn off creek, came a sawn off��
* * *
The driver stopped the Jeep as he reached the gravel roadside, all the men grateful they�d finished driving over the backbreaking plowed field. In the front passenger seat, Lilburn had his mobile phone to his ear.
�We�ll have another chopper and a pilot with the downed machine ASAP. The terrorist cell is continuing to head in an easterly direction and the Reaper has them in its sights. We have local units implementing a road block ten miles from you.�
Lilburn made notes as Director Hall spoke. When the conversation was finished he applied the grid reference given for the road block to his map. At their fastest speed the best they could hope for was to get there as local enforcement were mopping up. If the objective of taking the cell into custody was met cleanly and efficiently then Lilburn had no problem not taking credit for the capture. The problem was, when the hackles rose on the back of his neck, as they did just before the pilot was shot, then the stakes were higher. Lilburn suspected one of the three terrorists was playing on a totally different level � a very dangerous level.
Lilburn felt for the Sig Sauer on his hip. The bulk and weight felt good.
The Jeep was driven by a man who enjoyed the thrill of drifting an automobile around the dusty dirt road corners, one who worked the manual gears with dexterity, getting the best performance. Lilburn�s job, to read the map and choose the right roads, wasn�t easy � especially when he was also having to hang on. Five miles ahead two patrol cars had set up a roadblock at the end of a long straight.
In the distance the officers could see a cloud of dust approaching. They waited, standing behind and in front of their cars, pistols and shotguns at the ready. Unseen, the Reaper drone circled overhead.
* * *
Akins Bomani drove on. While his two young Takfir apprentices in the rear seats gazed out the windows daydreaming, Bomani never allowed himself such luxury. While his eyes were on the road his mind was on the mission. For him strategy and the continual rethinking of that strategy was everything. The drone didn�t worry him unduly � it was no more than a pesky hindrance, something he had to live with, accommodate and ultimately deceive. He was on American soil carrying a virus, so a bomb strike was unlikely. They can watch, he thought to himself, watch and learn.
As Bomani turned into the long straight, sunlight glinted off something in the distance. Reaching into the glove compartment, he pulled out a pair of small binoculars and held them out behind him. �Quickly, one of you tell me what is up ahead.�
Bashir responded and hastily focused in on the road. �A roadblock, two police cars.� Bomani slowed down, just enough to keep ahead of the dust cloud. He checked his phone, there was no text, no missed call; someone had let him down. He would deal with it later. Ordering the two young men to drop one of their rear seats and hang on to whatever they could, he increased speed.
At three hundred yards the four state-troopers started getting nervous; the green-colored four-wheel drive was still speeding towards them. The two troopers in front of their cars with handguns started to look for escape routes, just in case. The other two with shotguns leaning over their car bonnets fumbled nervously while keeping aim; one turned his head to the side and spat before rolling the chewing tobacco in his mouth.
At two hundred yards the troopers on the ground had real concerns; the men leaning on the bonnets stood up and took a few steps backwards. The patrol leader�s radio squawked; he didn�t dare take his eyes off the oncoming vehicle to respond.
At one hundred yards most standard police issue handguns are at their maximum effective range. Much less for shotguns, even loaded with buckshot. Bomani locked the brakes and put the Ford into a spin at just shy of one hundred and fifty yards.
The state troopers watched as the oncoming Ford jammed on its brakes. They were, to a man, thankful they hadn�t had to deal with the onslaught of a vehicle ramming them at high speed and the chaos that would have brought. Now what?
The cloud of dust had caught up and engulfed the hurtling Ford and carried on through, totally immersing it from view. The troopers looked up from the barrels of their weapons; there was calmness over the rolling hills, the odd bird called out.
One of the troopers out front of his vehicle lowered his gun and looked over to his comrade, still in a shooting stance, legs apart, two hands on his pistol. �What the fuck?� He turned back to the dust bomb which now slowly dissipated. An image was starting to slowly appear, dust particle by dust particle. The officers saw the rear of the green Ford Territory facing them with its rear window opened upwards. At one hundred and fifty yards, what was less apparent was the barrel of a scoped .308 rifle.
Bomani had all four men in his view. He chose the men handiest to cover and slightly further away. The two standing officers heard the crack of the first bullet speeding past them. By the second crack they had assessed the situation as critical and taken evasive action, but only two of the four remained alive. The trooper out front, who made a beeline for the vehicles behind him, took the right course of action. His colleague, however, who chose to dive to the side of the road, lay still on the ground. The four � to nine-power variable rifle scope proved his undoing as the shooter twisted the power ring of his scope up to maximum.
The patrol commander hiding behind his vehicle panted, his chest heaving, his heart palpitating as he looked at what was left of his colleagues� heads. He was suddenly, horribly, alone. He reached for his radio transceiver and pressed the speak-to-talk button. A bullet thudded into the patrol car; he had to press the button again. A second bullet ripped through the car�s outer skeleton. By the time the trooper had reached base on his radio a third bullet ripped through the metal skin of the vehicle and pushed its way through to its objective � the petrol tank.
* * *
Lilburn felt his mobile vibrate. He had to yell over the phone to be heard. �Yes� we see it.� He relayed the information to his fellow officers � the roar of the Jeep on gravel and the wind whipping past the open vehicle didn�t help, but all his men knew what had been confirmed.
Not far ahead smoke could be seen pluming out of the fiery burst they had witnessed. Lilburn knew that by the time they got there the terrorist cell would be gone. He was now positive he was up against a professional killer, an experienced Takfir wal-Hijra. To some he would be a hero � to Lilburn he was just a killer; there was only one way to stop killers. Lilburn had been brought in to do a specific job he was very good at � and it was time for him to step up to the plate.
The four Homeland agents stopped to check for survivors at the end of the long straight. Three of the police officers had been cleanly shot, the fourth they found twenty yards away down the road heading away from the scene. His body was still smoldering as he lay sprawled out, face down. A bullet entry hole could be seen on the back of his charred head. Two of Lilburn�s men crossed themselves.
Lilburn looked up at the peaceful blue sky. He knew the drone was up there somewhere � he prayed it stuck to its target like glue.

Chapter Twenty-one

Once the aerial surveillance problem was taken care of, Bomani knew his chances of completing his objective would be greatly enhanced. It had been sheer bad luck that the infidels had discovered the plan to release the virus on American soil. It could have been so simple � instead it was now slightly more difficult. The scenario being played out, though, had been envisaged, right down to the use of a drone. The fathers of the plan had the foresight to place the strategic planning into his own hands, to devise an operation of which Osama bin Laden himself would have been proud. The honor was immense, and once the planning had been completed, he passionately pleaded to be allowed to be the one to implement the plan.
Bomani expanded the view on his GPS mounted on the dash. His next destination, where he intended to lose �the eye in the sky�, was over ten miles away. It was essential he made the location as quickly as possible to avoid more confrontation. The gravel road ended and the road became sealed; a sure sign they were nearing another community center. They passed an intersection and then through another. Bomani noticed several signs rammed into the ground with arrows pointing in the direction he was going. A slower moving vehicle came into view, he passed it. Further on there was another, then a faster car passed them. Traffic started to increase. The odd vehicle started to appear coming towards then from the other direction. Bomani spotted a large sign attached to a wire fence up ahead and slowed down to read it. Danbury Races � Free parking � two hundred yards.
This wasn�t in the plan. Unsure what sort of event this was, but concerned there could be a police presence, he sought his passengers� opinion.
Yusuf had an answer. �It�s a race day � horse-racing, people come and gamble. There� see? Up ahead on the right, there�s the car parking� Wow, that�s a lot of cars!�
Most of the punters were already there, as the race meeting had started several hours earlier. There must have been at least five hundred vehicles in the grassed field that was doubling as a car park. Bomani could see an advantage in diverting from his plan. He decided to take it.
The Ford Explorer indicated and turned into the car park, its driver consciously looking for something in particular. Bomani ignored the empty spaces where vehicles were expected to park. He wound down his side window, smiling at the car-parking wardens directing traffic, telling them politely he had a delivery for catering.
�Where are you going? Why are you stopping here? The police can�t be far away!� Bashir was worried.
�Your security forces know exactly where we are, American boy, they are watching us right now. They have been ever since we left the cattle yards.�
�They aren�t our security forces! We are Takfir fighters,� said Bashir.
Bomani wasn�t surprised at Bashir�s response; he had seen potential in him early on. Unlike Yusuf.
At the far end of the car park, closest to the track and attached to the racecourse grandstand, Bomani found exactly what he was looking for � and an undercover parking area for caterers to unload their precious cargo undisturbed by inclement weather. He drove in where the sign said Caterers� entrance and turned off the ignition.
�Listen to me.� Bomani imparted his instructions with clarity. �High above there is a drone, like the ones used against us in Afghanistan; it has been the infidels� eyes. Right now, it knows where we are but can�t see us. So we find a new vehicle. Take your bags with you. Yusuf, bring the rifle bag. Let us go.�
The three left the Ford Explorer where it stood. This time, after taking the GPS with him, Bomani took the key out of the ignition and locked the doors.
Inside the catering and kitchen area under the grandstand Yusuf and Bashir followed their leader as he walked through the dry store area, past the large walk-in refrigerators and onwards through the kitchen, with bright stainless steel benches, sinks and stoves. The small army of professional caterers never gave the three strangers more than a second glance, their concentration set on meeting the demands of the chef. On the ground level next to the kitchen was a large function room set with rows of tables. Five or so men and woman dressed in black pants, white shirts and black waistcoats were busy unrolling large rolls of white paper over the bare tables as table cloths. The small army of waiters was being managed by a blond-haired man dressed in the same attire. His effeminate voice and exaggerated movements, together with a natural gift of the gab, certainly attracted the attention of everyone in the room. Some gritted their teeth as they were informed a particular item was out of place. Bomani walked towards the large windows and bi-fold doors looking out to the crowd of punters outside, eagerly encouraging their favorite horse and jockey as the leaders were about to cross the finishing line. Just as a roar of anguish and triumph erupted outside at the finish of the race, the blond man let out his own shriek. �Oh my lordy-be! I ordered lilac-colored napkins, lilac, not� blue. I strictly gave instructions for lilac napkins. How could you do this? Look at me when I speak to you!� A waiter of more burly physique was the brunt of the outburst. He placed both his hands on one of the tables, partly bent over due to his height, he brought his eyes back around to look at his head waiter having another hissy-fit. The part-time waiter gritted his teeth and forced the corners of his mouth upwards to give the outward look of a smile. With his teeth locked together, he muttered, �I�m sorry.�
�Well, sorry butters no toast! Sorry�� The blond man stopped mid-sentence. A dramatically overacted physical shudder shook his body. �Well, as my darling mother always said, if you want something done co-rrect-ly, then you simply must do it yourself. Pay attention, everyone, look at me, look at me.� Satisfied he had everyone�s attention, he went on. �I shall have to go and procure the lilac napkins myself. I shall be gone forty-five minutes. When I return I expect to be pleasantly surprised to find the tables set � minus the napkins.� Clapping his hands together, he gave his usual parting remark. �Oh, and I almost forgot. Sharron, love, be a dear and take over while I�m gone.�
Bomani nodded to the other two to follow him. He followed the man a short distance behind, out through a door to a lobby area. Keeping him in his sight, he watched as the man clipped his way through a further door to a private car-parking area. There was no one else in the car park. Within fifteen feet the man opened the driver�s door to a white van with the words The Galloping Caterers written on both sides. Bomani made his move.
The engine had just started to turn over when the driver�s door suddenly opened. The shocked driver�s right hand intuitively went palm open to rest on his chest. �Oh�� Only one consonant and one vowel slipped past the man�s lips before the pistol butt knocked him out cold. Bomani waved the others to quickly pull the unconscious man into the vehicle. The two young Takfirs roughly manhandled the limp body around the front of the van to the sliding side door. He wasn�t particularly heavy and the rear of the van was spacious. Yusuf and Bashir remained in the back.
The white catering van had nearly exited the main gate of the car park to the road when three police cars hurtled through the gate causing Bomani to brake hard. �Stay in the back with the infidel, bind and gag him.� The police cars had postponed the blond man�s death. Bomani had been going to dispatch him with a bullet at the earliest possible moment, now he thought it best he put a bit of distance between the police and themselves first. Taking his foot off the brake he began to accelerate out the gate. The loud honking of a horn abruptly made him brake hard again as he barely missed an open Jeep full of hard-looking men careering through the gate behind the uniformed authorities. Watching in the rear-vision mirror, Bomani instantly knew who the men were. He smiled to himself. All praise and glory be to Allah, my friends. You chose the wrong side.
Bomani turned the van out the gate keeping to his original bearing. A stifled groan came from the blond, hands behind his back, gagged and lying on his side in the rear of the van. More groans then one eye opened followed by the other. The groans grew into loud muffled screams as the trussed up man realized his predicament.
Bashir looked down at the blond man. It was the first time he had looked a fellow American directly in the eyes and recognized him as the enemy. For Bashir this moment sealed his fate; there was no turning back, he was alone in the world, except perhaps for his friend sitting next to him with whom he started this journey. Now it seemed right for the two of them to end their journey together.
Yusuf had a different reaction. When the blond man shifted his gaze from Bashir directly to him, he took fright and skidded backwards on his bottom as far as the van�s side wall would let him. The caterer�s haunting blue eyes seemed to penetrate right into his skull. Yusuf shut his eyes. When he opened them again, the blond man was still staring. His blue eyes horrified Yusuf, sending a chill right through him. He began to feel woozy and claustrophobic. Maybe it was the lack of orientation in the back of the van, or possibly it came from being thrown about by the van�s movement. Or maybe it was fear. In that moment he knew he didn�t want to die. Silently he began to pray he would make it out of this mess alive.
The van shuddered as it left the seal and was back onto a gravel road � they had turned onto a secondary road. It wasn�t long before the van came to a stop. Bomani opened his door and left the van. Inside it was quiet, the engine had been turned off, the crunching of gravel could be heard outside as he approached the side door. There was a loud rolling noise and sunlight flooded the rear of the van.
�Drag him out.� Bomani stood to the side of the open door, a pistol in his hand.
Bashir grabbed the caterer under the armpit and pulled the screeching man out. He tried to let him gain his footing and stand up but the man simply crumpled to the ground. Bomani looked inside of the van. What he saw displeased him. Yusuf had his arms wrapped around his legs, his chin resting on his locked together knees. There were tears in his eyes.
Bomani stared at him for an inordinate length of time. Then he spoke slowly and dispassionately. �I want you to kill him.�
Yusuf didn�t answer, he couldn�t. Bomani repeated himself, this time his voice was much lower in tone. Lost in his own fear, Yusuf failed to see the man tighten his grip on his pistol, his knuckles going white. With a body that felt like a lead weight and bowels that were threatening to empty, Yusuf shuffled to the van door, tears streaming down his face. �No, please, don�t make me��
Bomani thrust his weapon forward. �Kill him.�
The terrified caterer lay on his back, his bound feet scrabbling on the ground, searching for traction. Muffled screams resonated from behind the gag. Bashir�s foot stopped his feeble attempt to move away from the van.
�I can�t� He shouldn�t die, he hasn�t done anything. It�s murder!� Yusuf closed his eyes hoping this was all a dream; opening them again, he knew it was not.
Bomani didn�t want to waste time. He had an objective, one man who he judged he could trust to meet that objective and one man close to being a liability. Uncharacteristically he gave Yusuf one more chance. He withdrew the pistol he held out and tucked it into his belt. �Come.� Bomani gestured with an outstretched hand for Yusuf to exit the van. Bashir looked on in trepidation, Yusuf was his friend. And right now he was very afraid for his friend.
�Yusuf, it takes courage to be a Takfir,� said Bomani. �With that courage comes honor amongst our fellow brothers, we can hold our heads high and be proud. You have embarked on a mission that will help destroy our enemies, a very important mission, one where we must not fail. We must be prepared to give our life to Allah, we must be strong.� Bomani paused. The next question he asked would decide if the young man standing in front of him would live� or die on the spot. He placed a hand on the weeping man�s shoulder. �Yusuf al-Nasseri, are you strong, do you want to carry out the wishes of Allah?�
The silence was almost deafening. Bashir prayed his friend would give the right answer.
�Yes.� The reply was weak. �Yes, I am strong, I am one of the brothers, I serve Allah and only Allah.� It was a lie.
Bomani smiled. �Good, good, Yusuf.� He then gave the man a couple of firm pats on his shoulder. �Now you will prove to me your conviction.� Reaching into his trouser pocket he pulled out a pocket knife and opened it. Yusuf couldn�t help but focus on the shiny sharp blade and wonder what was about to happen. �Take the knife.�
Bomani stepped back towards the prone man who looked up at him as if he were looking at the devil himself. With a deft movement Bomani raised a foot and pounded it into his chest, pinning him to the ground. Bomani instructed Bashir to pull the infidel�s pants and underpants down to his ankles and hold his legs down hard.
The waiter struggled with all the force he could muster. He screamed as loud as he possibly could. Nothing worked; he arched his head back pushing his skull into the gravel. He didn�t feel the stones grinding into his scalp; he didn�t hear the instructions given to the man who had accepted the knife.
Yusuf felt like throwing up. He now knew his life had come to a crossroads, choose the wrong way and he would die. Yusuf gripped the pocket knife firmly in his hand as he knelt down beside the struggling waiter. His breathing quickened as he reached forward with his spare hand and grabbed the lily-white soft uncircumcised penis. He could feel the man�s body struggling for all he was worth as Bomani issued instructions from above. Yusuf didn�t dare look at the man�s face. He squeezed the penis in his closed hand and worked his hand away from its end until all he gripped was wrinkly skin. He brought the knife up and saw where he had to cut, the area between his fingers and the actual head of the penis.
Pulling hard and away on the skin to stretch it as far as it would go, he ran the knife blade across the skin. The blade cut halfway through � and he slashed again. The sounds from the caterer were horrendous, both Yusuf and Bashir felt sick as hot blood spilt over onto Yusuf�s hand. The knife blade was dripping, red blood cascading onto the ground. Emotions flooded through Yusuf, he needed to finish and finish now, he needed to get away. The knife� he had to cut, his mind was spinning. Cut, cut, cut!
Yusuf looked at the small piece of wrinkled squishy skin as if it was something evil he needed to expel. He flicked his hand violently, sending the circumcised foreskin flying off to land in a bloody mess on the stones. Yusuf stood up looking for some way to get rid of the red blood over his hands. The knife dropped from his grip.
Both the men holding down the circumcised victim released their hold, there was no point in further restraint, he wasn�t going anywhere. The screaming gradually reduced to an uncontrollable moaning as the poor man withered in agony, his hands and feet still bound, the gag still in his mouth.
Bomani had a large grin on his face, his young Takfir apprentice would live to see another day. �You see, the infidel lives, but now, through your knife, he is closer to Allah� and you live. I am indeed a generous man. Come, we go.�
The injured waiter was dragged roughly out of sight into a small stand of bushes not far from the road. The white van and its three occupants, together with the two remaining cans of virus, drove off. Five minutes down the road the van came to an intersection. Instead of continuing straight ahead, it turned left. Not long after that it turned again. Bomani was working to plan. He wasn�t heading inland any more. Bomani was backtracking.

Chapter Twenty-two

Matt Lilburn and his team, weapons drawn, stood beside the empty Ford Territory. They had broken a window to gain access to the locked vehicle � nothing of immediate interest was left inside the van, save for spent rifle cartridges. When Lilburn contacted Albany, they had no further information, other than to confirm they lost visual contact once the Ford went under cover. He asked to talk to Dr. Crawston.
�Matt, are you all right? I heard your helicopter crashed?�
�Not so much crashed, just an unforeseen landing. Unfortunately we�ve lost sight of the cell at a racetrack, they�ve taken off on foot. Look, there are horses all around the place, is there any chance they would release the virus here?�
�Horses aren�t affected by foot-and-mouth disease; they only have a single hoof on each foot. The virus affects cloven-hoofed animals � those with split hooves � two on each foot.�
�OK. Do you think the terrorists know that or could they be trying to infect the horses?�
�Information about horses� nonsusceptability to infection is easily obtained on the internet� and I would assume they�ve done their homework. Although horses can transmit the disease� but so can humans.�
�OK � thanks for that.�
�Take care, Matt� I saw what those men did to those policemen��
�Just keep giving us info when you can, we�ll get them.�
�One more thing, Matt, the results came back from Plum Island. The cans from the cattle yard were positive for the virus, however we believe that at this stage no animals were infected as the cans appeared to have failed � no virus was found in the nozzles. We were lucky, extraordinarily lucky.�
Lilburn let his back rest on the green Ford Territory. Questions raced through his mind. Why ditch the vehicle here? A race track full of horses� they must know what Evangeline has just told me about horses. The vehicle. Why here, why not out in the car� The reason struck him. The shooter, the professional. He had something other than audacity and skill � he was cunning as well.
As Lilburn led his team through the doors to the kitchen, with weapons at the ready, he deployed a man to question the staff while he kept moving forward. In the function room he waited for the other agent to catch up. He could see the large room set out with tables and chairs, cutlery and glasses. At the bar area a small group of uniformed waiters sat on bar stools or leaned against the bar drinking soft drinks. One of the group spied the agents holding weapons.
�Holy shit. Whoa, um, they went that way,� the man pointed towards the far door.
�Who went that way?� Lilburn approached the group.
�Whoa! Whoever you want, they went that way. Just don�t point that thing at me!�
A joker. God help me� Lilburn guessed correctly that the man knew nothing. �Did you see any strangers here?�
�I saw some people.� A petite girl spoke up.
�What did you see, ma�am?� Lilburn turned towards her. �We work with the local police, anything that may help would be appreciated.�
�I noticed about a half-hour ago. Three men, dark complexions, they were here about the same time Tinkerbell�� The girl stopped in her tracks, mouth open and giggled. �Oh my God, I can�t believe I said that, it just came out� I mean Timothy, the same time Timothy was here going on about his lilac table napkins.� The girl looked to her friends, hunched her shoulders up and whispered to them, �It just came out��
�Hey, I remember them,� said a male waiter. �Yeah� three guys, like you said� kind of dark, Middle Eastern like Arabs or something, and kind of dressed casual, not like they�d come to the races. They left the same time as� Timothy� and followed him out the door.�
�This man Timothy, who is he and where was he going?�
Sharron answered. �He�s the head waiter and part owner of The Galloping Caterers. He had to go and pick up some items he wanted back in town, said he would be about three-quarters of an hour.�
�Which direction did he go?�
�He would have turned right at the gate and gone back to town.�
�OK, what�s your name, ma�am?�
�Sharron, Sharron Gates.� The waitress lifted her chin and gave Lilburn a seductive pout, making sure her breasts showed off to their best advantage. �What�s yours, handsome?�
Lilburn wasn�t in the mood to be even slightly amused. �We need to catch up with these men fast. How about you show me where your boss went; out that door?�
Sharron looked to where Lilburn was pointing. �Yeah, that�s the one. He would have gone out to where the van was kept. C�mon, I�ll show you.�
Opening the door to the private car park, Sharron confirmed the van had gone. Lilburn guessed what had happened. Timothy would have gone to his van and opened the door � it was a perfect place for the terrorists to overpower him. Mostly obscured from the public�s view by a tall brush fence, the cell would have overpowered the man and driven off in his van. Lilburn instructed his team to look for the man in the surrounding area.
�Hey, mister. Is our boss going to be all right? Are these men dangerous or something?�
�Sharron, has Timothy got a cellphone?�
�Yeah,� said Sharron, acutely aware her question hadn�t been answered.
Keying in the caterer�s phone number, Lilburn walked away from the girl.
One of Lilburn�s team raised an eyebrow. �You�d be a bit hopeful, boss.�
�I know, but hell, something has to go our way for a change.� Lilburn put the phone to his ear.
* * *
Timothy knew he was lucky to be alive although the incredible pain he was feeling around his loins made him question that fact. He had heard the van�s doors shutting and the van taking off, the noise of the engine slowly fading away. He cried as he lay all alone, bound with his hands behind his back, feet tied together and the gag still in his mouth. Any movement he made magnified the pain, which spasmed through his penis. It was up to him now to fight back against the hurt and seek help. He thought of a plan and prepared himself for more pain. Taking a deep breath and holding it, Timothy shuffled his bound hands towards his bottom as far as they would go. Screwing his eyes shut he maneuvered onto his back, arched forward and slipped his arms up and over to rest on the underside of his thighs. He shrieked and panted, sucking in and expelling breath as best he could around the gag. Being of slight build and young enough to retain flexibility, he managed to get his hands to the front of his body. Quickly he rid himself of the gag and breathing was much easier. He swore, as a means of helping control the pain. He could see the bonds around his wrists, cord from his own van. Using his teeth, Timothy made progress in unwrapping his restraints. His mobile started ringing in his pants pocket. Sitting up, he reached down towards his ankles where his pants were crunched up. It was the first real view of his wounds. Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God. His crotch was blood red, congealed blood mixed with dirt. Feeling dizzy, he fought to keep control. Fumbling in the folds of his pants he found the phone.
�Help me, help me, it hurts� Please� help.�
Lilburn didn�t expect the caterer to answer the phone. It was a long shot but one he still needed to try. He certainly wasn�t expecting the exasperated cry for help that exploded out from the phone. Holding the mobile slightly away from his ear, one of the others also heard the voice. Both men looked at each other surprised.
�Is that Timothy?�
�Yes, yes� help me, I�m hurt.�
�Timothy, my name is Matt��
�Help��
�Timothy, listen. You have to stay calm for me to help you. Do you understand?�
�Yes.�
�Right. Are you alone?�
�Yes.�
�Where are you, Timothy? Tell me where you are.�
�I don�t know. I was taken in the back of my van. I don�t know. I feel sick, I��
�Can you describe the area you are in, any distinguishable features?�
�No, just countryside.�
�Don�t worry � we�ll find you.� Lilburn placed his hand over the phone and spoke to the agent next to him. �Get HQ to trace this call.� He then carried on speaking to Timothy. �How bad are you hurt?�
Lilburn could hear the man sobbing. �They cut me, they cut me bad.�
�Where did they cut you? Can you stop the bleeding?�
�It�s not bleeding so bad now. Ow, ow, ow� oh shit, it�s sore! They cut Willie!�
�Who?�
�They cut my penis! They circumcised me!�
Lilburn again covered the phone and turned to his colleague. �How�s that trace going? Tell them to hurry.�
�Are the injuries life-threatening?�
Lilburn had to bite his lip and not look at the man. He had to be serious, but Christ, he could have laughed. �No.� He managed to keep it together.
It wasn�t long before Albany came back with the injured man�s position. Lilburn reassured the caterer help was on the way, then hung up. He informed Sharron she was now in charge � her boss was safe but would require urgent medical treatment and not to expect him back for some time.
The four agents left the race course with a description of the van and Timothy�s whereabouts. High above, and unseen, the drone started a new grid search pattern, starting at the location of the injured caterer.

Chapter Twenty-three

Bashir sat in the middle seat. He looked at the driver. �How did you know the man was not circumcised already?�
�I didn�t,� said Bomani, who then turned his head and faced his questioner. �It was lucky for him.� Bomani glanced past Bashir and looked at his other passenger. Yusuf al-Nasseri was in a world of his own, his head lowered, chin nearly touching his chest, his hands stained with the caterer�s blood. Taking his focus off the dried blood he slowly raised his head and peered off into the distance. Everything seemed strangely silent except for a continuous background noise that was serenely peaceful. He could have closed his eyes and drifted off to another land.
�Yusuf, Yusuf!�
His name was being called, something pushed into his side. An elbow. �What?�
�What was it like, cutting that man�s skin?�
Yusuf knew he had to lie again � he couldn�t risk the truth in front of Bomani. He feared Bomani. �Good, it felt good.�
�Did you feel like you were teaching the infidel a lesson? Teaching him there is only room on this earth for us, for Allah. Teaching him the lesson that the United States should kneel before our faith, that our faith is the only faith. Teaching him that Allah spared his life because Allah can!�
Yusuf dropped his hands to between his thighs, searching for the cover of the seating. Finding it he rubbed his hands surreptitiously, trying to rid himself of his victim�s blood. He couldn�t let the others see. �Yes, I did� I felt as if a lesson was being taught.� Inwardly Yusuf cried out, louder than he had ever cried out before.
His friend next to him turned his broad grin to the driver, nodding and holding his head high and proud. The man driving showed no emotion.
Forty minutes had passed since they had left the waiter, minus his foreskin, on the side of the road. Bomani hadn�t yet received a call that the drone had renewed contact. That, he knew, gave him time to add in a back-up, a fail-safe. The intention had always been to deploy the virus in a place where the infected animals would be transported far and wide, unknowingly distributing the disease throughout the States. The catalyst for that plan had been the livestock auction yards. But now the plan had to take a different approach. With their failure at Inox, Bomani knew the security forces would target similar sites. While it meant he had to work harder, it was merely a detail; for which a plan was already in place. The GPS unit indicated his next target was half an hour away. Time enough to execute an added fail-safe measure.
Yusuf and Bashir were surprised when the white catering van slowed down then came to a stop on the country road, then reversed about twenty yards to stop by a sign, next to a farm entrance. The large metal sign was suspended from a tall pole bent near the top to accommodate the advertising. The outline was that of a pig, and read The Hog Pen. A further sign attached to the timber rails indicated this was a commercial pig-breeding farm and visitors were by appointment only. Bomani had found what he was looking for � the added extra.
* * *
�Mommy, Mommy, come see! Mrs. Britches has got a mouse!�
�Wait, sweetheart, while Mommy helps Daddy unload the truck. Mrs. Britches will just be taking the mouse to show her kittens. What a nice mommy she is.�
�Mrs. Britches is a nice mommy. I love Mrs. Britches.�
Both adults were dressed in denim dungarees and kept a lookout over their precious daughter inside the barn. They unloaded bags of pig pellets for the sows �in pig�.
�How�s it going, Jess, these bags not too heavy for you?�
�You just go and mind your own back, old fella. You�re the one who just turned forty.�
�Ha! And guess what, sweetpea? Next birthday you�ll have caught up. Tell you what, you go sort out our daughter and I�ll finish here.�
Jess gave her husband a wink, took off her gloves and walked over to the large barn doors. �Come on, Bobbie-Jo, let�s go see what Mrs. Britches is up to.�
�She went out the door, Mommy.�
Jess led her daughter by the hand and walked at a four year old�s pace to the doors. As they got to the doorway Jess heard the rumble of tires on gravel. �Hey Tommy, looks like we got visitors.�
�Who is it?�
�Don�t know. It�s a white van. Know any white vans?�
�Nope.� Tommy wandered over where his wife and daughter were looking out the barn doors.
The van pulled up twenty-yards away next to a large grain silo. The occupants didn�t seem in a hurry to get out. Tommy walked out into the yard, where he saw the writing on the side of the van. �The Galloping Caterers? You know any caterers, Jess?�
Jess shook her head. Bobbie-Jo pulled away from her mother�s hand and went to pick up something inside the barn that caught her eye.
Inside the van Bomani was telling the others why they were here and what they were going to do. �Our weapon, our virus, will work on pigs just as well as cattle. Once I have taken out those two, take one can and spray any pigs you find. Then we leave, quick and easy.�
Bomani eased himself out his door then started walking over towards the barn raising a hand and waving it while softly calling out, �Hello, hello.�
Bashir was like a boy watching his favorite action hero. �He�s a real soldier of Takfir. Watch him, as he kills the infidels, watch how he does it. Yusuf, look��
Yusuf wasn�t looking, his eyes were closed and his head tilted back. He had no wish to see the inevitable, no stomach for any more horrors. He felt only pity for the man and woman about to die.
Bashir�s friendship with Yusuf had lasted many years; it had been enduring through good times and bad. But now, for the first time, he felt cool towards him. Yusuf had turned into a coward. How could he not want to do Allah�s work, and do it with pride? He turned away in disgust from the person sitting beside him. Bashir watched as Bomani edged closer. As he had only a pistol he would need to be close. Suddenly a child emerged from the barn door and ran to the woman, grabbing her around her thigh. �There�s a kid!�
Yusuf�s eyes snapped open. A child, a child in the killing zone! It was something he couldn�t explain. Something took him over, a force so strong he couldn�t stop it � even if he had wanted to � and he did not. What was playing out before his eyes was wrong on all counts, wrong in every religion, every cause, every possible principle in life, moral or otherwise. He opened his door. His feet touched the ground and his feet walked. They kept walking, right towards Bomani.
Bashir couldn�t believe his eyes. What could he do? What should he do? �Yusuf � you infidel!�
Bomani spun around. He saw Bashir leaning out the cab of the van yelling at Yusuf, who was fast approaching him. Yusuf had broken, he had seen it coming but had left it too late to rectify the problem. Now the problem was nearly on him. Yusuf must die as well. Bomani reached for the pistol in his belt and brought the weapon up to fire. Yusuf rushed forward committing himself to attack, his arms and legs pumped, there would be no turning back, no return. His day was now and it was going to be his day!
When a shot erupted as if from nowhere, Tommy pushed his startled family back into the barn, his daughter falling over in the chaos. He scooped her up in his arms. Inside he placed her on her feet and yelled out for his wife to take Bobbie-Jo to the back of the barn. He scrambled to the doorway and looked out.
Two men were rolling on the ground grabbing, tussling, punching. The younger of the men, back on top, looked up towards him and yelled out for him to run and hide. Tommy�s gut reaction told him the younger man was protecting him and his family. But why? Tommy had almost decided he couldn�t stand back and let the young man be hurt when the older man on the ground twisted and swung around and he heard the weapon fire again. Tommy rushed forward.
Bomani was too experienced to lose against the likes of his opponent; he was instantly on top of the now bleeding Yusuf, wielding the pistol like a club, pounding Yusuf�s face. He didn�t notice the stranger rushing down on him until it was too late. Tommy�s work boot drove into Bomani�s stomach like a runaway train, sending him flying. Winded by the kick, he momentarily lost himself in pain but quickly regained his composure. He felt for the pistol in his hand; but it wasn�t there. Tommy had seen it and flew through the air like an all-star player, landing heavily on the gravel yard. Bomani tried to reach the fallen weapon � but he came second. Tommy pointed the barrel in Bomani�s face while the Takfir scrambled to his feet. Bomani spat his anger. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and slowly stood up, never taking his eyes off the farmer.
�Get off my land. Get away from my family.� The voice was low. Bomani had no choice: he backed off, watching, waiting to see if the man with the gun would make a mistake; he didn�t. He reached the van and got in. The engine started and the van turned away, back the way it had come into the farm. Back out onto the road.
Tommy�s hand holding the pistol started to shake; it shook the whole time he had the weapon pointed towards the van disappearing out his road gate. He turned towards the other fighter, the younger man. He was still on the ground lying on his side, his legs tucked up. Tommy approached him cautiously; he hoped his gut reaction was correct and they had nothing to fear from him. He studied the fallen man: darkish olive skin, he looked Middle Eastern. The clothes he wore were what city people wore. The man looked up at him, he wasn�t old, early twenties. Their eyes met. Tommy felt as if the young man�s eyes were trying to say something� but he couldn�t make out what. The man didn�t say anything, he blinked quickly a few times, then lifted a hand from around his stomach and brought it up to his eyes. The hand was dripping bright red blood. Tommy�s mouth fell open, the man was gut shot.
�JESS! JESS! I need help.�
The woman appeared at the barn door, brandishing a pitchfork. �Jess, where�s Bobbie-Joe?�
�She�s safe at the back of the barn. I put her in the cab of the old truck.�
�The man�s been shot, Jess. He�s been shot!�
Jess ran over and stood beside her husband. The pair looked down at the stranger lying on his side. �He�s trying to say something� Oh my God� What do we do?�
Tommy leaned down. Yusuf made a guttural sound, but no actual words came out. The frustration could be seen on his face; in his eyes.
�What are you trying to say?�
Yusuf mustered every ounce of energy he had left. The words came out weak, but this time they were audible. �I�m sorry.� A smile enveloped his grimy face, a smile that would last forever in the minds of the two people whose lives he�d just saved. Yusuf gave a small cough; blood oozed from his open mouth and trickled down his cheek. His head rolled back. Allah had reclaimed a lost soul.

Chapter Twenty-four

The white van sped down the road, its driver following the directions from the GPS. Bomani glanced at his wristwatch. It was getting late in the day; another couple of hours and the sun would set. It had been no more than five minutes since the farmer�s boot had buried itself in his stomach and sent him flying, his muscles were still sore. But that wasn�t what made him squint his eyes and grip the steering wheel as if he was choking someone to death; he had left the farmer and his family alive. The more he thought of it, the more the anger welled up. He knew he should have been more professional, he knew the consequences of leaving witnesses alive, he knew it, he knew IT, he KNEW IT! �Arrgh.� The van braked hard then skewed off line as Bomani plunged his foot hard down on the brake pedal. As the van came to a complete stop, Bashir fell back into his seat, lucky not to have been catapulted through the windscreen.
Bomani was like a wounded buffalo. He thumped the steering wheel with both hands, unlatched his door then flung it open, throwing open the door with a fury that took Bashir completely by surprise. Bomani picked up a large rock, the size of a large grapefruit and with another forceful cry of effort hurled it as far as he could. The rock shot through the air arching upwards before gravity took over. With every yard it covered rationality returned to the man who heaved it until it finally landed with a thump. Bomani exhaled loudly, and turned back to the van.
Only a very few hours ago, Bashir would have been shocked and somewhat threatened by the exhibition he had just witnessed. Now was different� now he was different. The face Bomani stared into as he pulled himself back into the driver�s seat held his attention for what felt like an inordinately long time. For once, in a long, long while, Bomani stared into the eyes of another man who made it seem as if he was looking into a mirror. �Are you with me or are you against me?�
Bashir calmly replied, �What�s your name?�
Bomani remained silent, his question had been replied to with a question. It was no longer a boy, a young man, who sat next to him, it was something else. He needed to find out what. �Bomani.�
�What�s your full name� Bomani?�
A short period of silence. �My name is Akins Bomani. Are you with me or against me?�
�Akins� a strong man. You are well named, my brother. I�m with you� Akins.� Bashir placed his hand, palm up, in between himself and Bomani. He then tensed his fingers and drew them in together like a bird of prey tightly clenching its claw. �Let us crush these American infidels in the name of Allah!�
Bomani felt the rush of power and victory flood through his veins. He placed a hand on his fellow Takfir�s shoulder� and smiled.
* * *
Matt Lilburn and his team left the injured caterer on the side of the road amid the man�s pleas to get him to a hospital. Lilburn explained medical help was on its way and they couldn�t offer him the specialist assistance he required. After prying his fingers loose from the sides of the Jeep the men left the caterer half bent over and hurling outraged abuse. Lilburn had no other option � the virus was his priority.
As he sat in the front passenger seat, Lilburn looked around. The sun was losing its warmth. He glanced down at his wristwatch. Why hadn�t he heard that the drone had picked up the van? It was heading in the same general direction inland. Police were everywhere; there were eyes on the ground, in the sky. �Pull up over here.� The driver brought the Jeep to a standstill on the side of the road. Getting out, Lilburn moved a few paces from the vehicle. Looking down the road and deep in thought, he wondered. Where the hell are you? His phone rang. �Lilburn.�
�Matt, it�s Allan Hall. We haven�t picked the cell back up. Have you anything to report?�
�We�ve just come from the victim they released and we�re now back on the trail but it�s gone cold, sir. I would have assumed the drone would have made contact by now.�
�So would I, Matt. I spoke to Syracuse and they�ve been systematically searching out from your last position but they�ve come up with jack-shit. We have local enforcement on the ground, road blocks, still nothing.�
�What�s the drone�s search pattern?�
�Concentrating on a one-eighty-degree arc from the victim�s position, momentum in the same general direction they�ve been traveling. We pretty well have that area saturated.�
Lilburn bent down and picked up a stone. Holding the phone to his ear with one hand, he juggled the egg-shaped stone in the other. The day had been one frustration after another: they seemed to get close to the cell then the next thing they would lose them. Quite forgetting whom he was on the phone to, Lilburn suddenly spun around and threw the stone as hard and as far as he could. �Ah fuck it.� The stone held an angle parallel to the ground for a considerable distance before contacting a road sign. The rock bounced off with such a force that it rebounded back on its original flight path. Lilburn realized what he�d just seen. �Holy shit!�
�What? Now hang��
�No, sir, not you. Listen. The third man, the driver, the one we know next to nothing about. I think he�s the brains, the leader. He would have been handpicked for this job � a cunning fox with two chickens. This operation he�s carrying out, it�s well planned. The reason the drone�s not picking him up is because he�s not heading in the same direction as before. He�s trying to throw us off the trail � again. Sir, I reckon he�s backtracked.�
�Damn! I think you�re right � anything else and we�d have been right on top of them by now. Let me talk to Director Lopez, meanwhile you follow your instinct, see if they did double back. I�ll divert some assets towards you.� Hall hung up.
Lilburn walked back to the Jeep. �Let�s see that map again. Open it out on the hood.�
The four agents gathered around the front of the Jeep. Lilburn explained what he thought might have happened. �There�s where we just left that man on the side of the road. Here�s where we are now so where�s the best and quickest place to turn around and double back the way you came?�
One of the agents had an idea. �Just turn around the way they come after doing surgery on the caterer.�
Lilburn shook his head. �Nah. The caterer would have seen them. Much too risky, it would give away their new route. They left him alive� why? Why not kill him� unless you want him to tell the authorities he saw them take off in the same direction they were initially heading. Right? So you carry on, down the road and take a side road, one that�ll lead back to where you want to go. So where is the nearest road they would have taken?�
One of the agents tapped the map. �This intersection, right here. They go down here then turn again down that road.�
Lilburn looked up from the map. He gave a wink. �And where�s that road?�
The men looked up at the road sign the rock had bounced off. �Right there, sir.�

Chapter Twenty-five

�Well, it makes goddamn sense to me, Director.�
�It doesn�t to me.� Director Lopez lowered her voice until just above a whisper. �And don�t go getting all high and mighty. You do not outrank me and let�s be quite clear; you and your staff are to work in conjunction with my staff, on an equal footing.�
�Why won�t you even consider the possibility, Suzanna?� Hall could see some staff in the ops room had stopped talking and were listening. �Let�s go into the meeting room and discuss this.�
Inside the room Hall closed the door behind them. �We have one of this country�s best field operatives on the ground. We have police swarming around the place and a fucking great drone buzzing around the sky. All giving us diddly-squat. Lilburn has a damn good point, the man thinks like one of them. There was a good reason why the President asked for him by name to head the field ops on this.�
�He�s just one man. One man�s opinion. Which I do not share!�
�Lord give me strength. If you don�t like it, and it�s plain to see you don�t � if you can�t even see it has potential � then� go fucking complain to the President!� Director Hall turned and strode off to the door. He stopped and turned back to face Director Lopez, his finger raised in the air � pointing, shaking as if to punctuate a fact. He lowered it, then walked out the door. Suzanna Lopez stood still, staring at the open door.
Director Hall wasn�t about to spend any more time arguing. He had worked alongside Lopez for some years now and had never had a reason to question her capabilities or plain common sense. One thing he knew for sure was he didn�t have the time right now to delve into her mind for answers. Gut reaction, intuition, it couldn�t be discounted and coming from an experienced operative like Lilburn, then to discredit it outright was wrong, just plain wrong. He picked up the phone and spoke to Syracuse. The drone was re-routed. If he were wrong�
�Sir, this just came in from the New Jersey Police.�
Placing his glasses on, Hall reading the note. �Halle-fucking-luiah!�
�Sir?�
�Take this to Director Lopez.�
Hall was back on the phone to Lilburn. �Matt. You were right. A pig farmer called in to New Jersey Police � the cell is heading back this way but they�re a man down.� The Director went into further detail, location, time, the retrieval of one handgun. �I�m sending additional assets, we need to saturate the area and secure the cell before nightfall.�
Director Lopez walked towards the door of the ops room with the note from the New Jersey Police. �Ma�am, I require your signature on this requisition order.� The officer held out pen and paper for the director but she just kept walking, seemingly oblivious to the officer�s request. �Ma�am� Ma�am?� Another man, bent over with his hands resting on a colleague�s desk, watched her appear to snub the request for a signature. Lopez kept on coming and he thought it wise to maneuver himself out of her way, straightening himself up and allowing the director room. There was no thanks for his effort. He looked at her retreating back and muttered to his colleague, �What a bitch!�
Dr. Crawston�s day had seemed very long. Her input into the events had been beneficial to the operation but she had hoped for more involvement. Given the expense of bringing her in from London, she had quietly hoped for a lot more. Evangeline stifled a yawn. She needed some fresh air. Director Lopez caught her attention. The woman wouldn�t let her femininity get in the way of her career. No doubt, she thought, the director was as hard as she looked. Discreetly watching her walking towards the door, she couldn�t help noticing the woman�s total lack of response. Way more than usual she was sure, and way more than anything she had noticed previously. Evangeline felt a twinge of compassion. As Lopez left the room, Evangeline decided to see if she was all right.
As the door to the corridor closed behind Evangeline, she tried to see where the director had gone. A half dozen or so staff wandered the corridor; no one�s hair matched Lopez�s long black length. Oh well, the ladies� WC seems like a logical place to start.
Evangeline pushed the door open and entered; the door automatically swung shut. She could hear Lopez talking� and after only a few words she knew it wasn�t a casual conversation. The tone was abrupt, angry. Evangeline turned and grabbed the door handle to walk back out the way she had come in; now wasn�t the time. But something stopped her. Something she heard.
�We know you�re heading back towards New York and we know you�re one man down. The drone will spot you anytime from now on� Yes, yes I�ll let you know� Correct, those men are agents� His name is Matt Lilburn.�
Evangeline�s hand flew to her mouth. The conversation Lopez was having abruptly stopped, then started again. She was safe for now.
�I need to know my son is safe. I need to know you haven�t hurt him� He�d better be. If you harm him in any way, I�ll kill you.�
Faltering backwards, Evangeline bumped into a wall. Lopez was implicated in the terrorism plot. She had just given out information to someone, under duress it seemed, but given out information nevertheless. Matt Lilburn�s name was mentioned. Evangeline had to think quickly. Director Hall. Reaching for the door handle she pulled� An arm shot out and forced the door shut with a bang. Evangeline turned. In her face was one upset, angry and totally dangerous woman.
�How much did you hear?�
�I heard enough to know your actions are treasonable.�
�That�s a shame. That�s a real shame.�
Lopez moved with speed and power, grabbing a handful of Evangeline�s hair and whiplashed her arm, held in the other hand, which sent the Englishwoman�s head pole-driving into the nearest wall. Overwhelmed by the violent impact, she moaned. Lopez again grabbed her hair, flinging her into the middle of the room, where she fell awkwardly. Evangeline screamed, more from shock than pain. She knew she had to get to her feet but her opponent was fast. Lopez sent a foot flying at Evangeline�s head, it missed by a fraction of an inch but was followed up with a flurry of kicks. Evangeline tried to block, to no avail so she tried to grab Lopez and pull her down. She twisted to one side and grabbed desperately at the other woman�s foot and yanked as hard as she could. Lopez lost her momentum and was pulled violently down, tripping over the prone Evangeline. Scrambling to her feet Evangeline was horrified to find Lopez had done the same. She knew she would probably lose, but she wasn�t about to give in. Grabbing Lopez by an arm she swung her towards the cubicles. Lopez hung on and both women fell crashing onto the floor next to a toilet bowl.
Luckily for Evangeline, Lopez hit her head on the white porcelain bowl, knocking herself unconscious. Evangeline staggered back out of the cubicle, then fell backwards. Propping herself up on her hand and elbow and breathing hard, she saw the director lying still.
Pulling herself painfully to her feet, her ribs aching, Evangeline looked at herself in the mirror. Slowly her breath came back, and her pulse slowed. Ruffled up� but nothing some water thrown over her face couldn�t cure, and some almighty bruises were already on their way. Turning on the cold tap she cupped her hands. It had been one hell of a day.
�Doctor, I beg you. Please don�t.�
Evangeline spun around. Lopez was standing, propped against the cubicle door, her head low. Without her trademark arrogance, she was almost unrecognisable. She was crying.
�You bitch! Are you actually doing what I think you�re doing?�
Lopez raised her head and closed her eyes. �Yes. They have my son. They have my only child.�
Evangeline stood still. Slowly she moved from seeing the woman standing before her as the stone-faced cow of a director she knew to a mother sacrificing everything for her child. Tentatively she took a few steps forward, then a few more. �But how can I trust anything you say? You�re a traitor to your country.�
Lopez said nothing.
�I can�t let you do this to innocent people. How could you?�
�Are you a mother? No. Then you can�t possibly know. I never raised Robby. I gave him up at birth. I doubt if anyone here knows, I kept it a secret, took extended leave when I was pregnant, spewed my guts out in these toilets when I had morning sickness. I sacrificed him for my country. I sacrificed him once and I won�t do it again. He�s only seven years old. I� I� just can�t.�
It was the pain in her eyes that did it in the end. And it put Evangeline in a position she had never been in before and never wanted to be in again.
�I have to tell Director Hall. I have to; there�s too much at stake.� Evangeline took a step backwards, then turned for the door.
�No� please. I�m begging you!�

Chapter Twenty-six

�Your son is unharmed. He will remain safe unless you do not comply. If you fail me, then you will hear his screams for all eternity.�
�Who was that?�
�Our contact in Homeland Security. An unwilling but cooperative player.�
�You have her son?�
�We do.� The moment was strung out. �I am sorry about your friend.�
Bashir looked at Bomani then back to the road in front of them. �I�m sorry too. I�m sorry he wasn�t stronger. He was my best friend� but I understand what you had to do. I understand the cause is greater than any one of us. I am prepared to die for Allah. It�s become so clear now� so clear.�
�You are a good man. We will succeed, it is written. The high-ranking official in the infidel security informed me they now know the direction we are headed in and it will only be a matter of time before the drone in the sky finds us.�
�It�ll be dark soon � surely the drone won�t be able to see us then?�
�It will.�
Bashir looked to the sky. �How high do drones fly?�
�I do not know, but our people in Afghanistan say that night and day they bear witness to the danger above. Sometimes they hear them but do not always see them.�
�So they�re looking for us on the ground, right? What say we leave the ground? They wouldn�t be looking for us up there.� Bashir watched the other man for a sign of endorsement. Finally a broad smile from Bomani gave him his answer. �And how do you suggest we do it, my friend?�
The words my friend were more than just words to Bashir, they meant he had been accepted by the Takfir. He felt overwhelmed with pride, basking in the moment. �The GPS can show us where to find an airport� it won�t take me long.� Bashir skillfully worked the technology. �There� just let me drill out a bit. OK. We�re in luck, my brother� an airfield. I don�t know how big, but an airfield nevertheless.�
Bonani smiled. The young Takfir had done well. Very well.
* * *
The air-sock lay limp on the tall white pole. The airfield was little more than pasture. One lonely hangar midway along the strip helped identify it; the other identifier was a sign next to a grassed road. Welcome to Air Ag and Scenic Air.
�Can you fly?�
Bashir shook his head. �No. Do you have cash to pay for a plane and pilot?�
�I have a rifle and bullets, will that do?�
Bashir laughed.
The van bumped along over the grass and stopped near the hangar. Two vehicles were parked up nearby. Bashir headed into the hangar via two large open doors at the front. �Anybody home?�
�Agh shit! Damn, that hurt.� A man dressed in well-used blue overalls stood up straight from working under the bonnet of an old car. He flicked his fingers then looked to see the damage. Bruised knuckles. �Be right with you.� Taking an oily rag from his back pocket he rubbed it over his hands, careful of the sore knuckles. �Howdy, sorry about that, just rapped my knuckles on the block.� The man in his fifties strode over to the doors. As he walked he removed his cap and scratched the remaining hair on the sides and back of his head, before giving the cap a couple of bangs on his leg and replacing it on his head.
�Ain�t seen you before,� he extended his hand. �Nathan Nathans at your service, people round here just call me Nathan, Nat, some even call me Nathans. You can call me anything you like, �cept late for breakfast. Get it? Late for breakfast� anyways, Nat�s the name. So who�m I talkin� to?� he thrust out his hand.
There was an awkward silence. The agricultural pilot realized he wasn�t going to get a reciprocal handshake so he pulled his hand back. �Sorry, greasy hand. So, um, guess you don�t want your land sprayed, huh? No? Yeah, well, I guessed as much. So, a scenic flight? You�ve come to the right place. I can show you anything and everything. You like fishing? I got some poles here, and I know the dandiest fishing holes��
Bashir couldn�t believe this man, he hadn�t managed to get a word in. He held his hands up in the air in a �hold your horses� gesture.
�Aw, sorry, sorry. Not a scenic flight then?� There was no stopping the man. �You just here for directions maybe? Lost, huh? No problem, you come to the right man. I know these parts like��
�Stop!�
The pilot obliged, then took off his cap, held it in both hands in front of him and gave a huge smile that stuck to his face.
�You are a pilot, right?�
�You betcha, I�m��
�Whoa, whoa, whoa.� Bashir looked around the hangar. �I don�t see any planes.�
�Yeah, it�s here. Under that tarp over there. Now, you�ll be askin� yourself: �What in heck is that plane doing under that tarp?� Good question��
�Mister, I don�t care. All I want to know is does it go?
�Yep, it goes��
�Stay here, I�ll just go and speak to my friend. One thing� we�d want to put our van in here out of the weather, that OK with you?�
�Yeah, no problem, but it�s getting a little late in the day for sightseeing. I was thinking more like tomorrow.� If Bashir had heard, he paid no attention and continued walking. The pilot looked over at the tarpaulin and rubbed his chin. He spoke out aloud to himself: �And the other thing I was going to say was� it kinda goes, most of the time� but I guess you don�t want to hear that. Nope, guess you don�t.�
Bomani was waiting by the van. �How did it go?�
�We have a pilot, a plane and a place to hide the van.�
�You did well. Let�s move quickly.�
* * *
�Just park her up over there, boys� yeah, just like that. I don�t have to tell you boys much, eh? �Galloping Caterers�, well, I�ll be. You don�t happen to have some free samples in the back, do you? Oh hi, I didn�t see you before. Name�s Nathan, Nat, some even call me Nathans, you��
Bomani had turned off the ignition and was getting out the door when the pilot started introducing himself. Bomani stared at the stranger and summed him up in less than a second. �Shut up.� He then slid open the side doors of the van.
�Say what? I couldn�t have heard you right. Anyways, my name is Nathan, Nat��
�I won�t say it again. Shut up.�
�Hey, you can�t talk to me like that��
Bomani took out his rifle from the carry bag and pointed it at the pilot. The man�s jaw dropped. Bashir directed the pilot to prepare the airplane for take-off then watched as he pulled off the cover.
�What the hell is that?� said Bashir as the cover fell to the ground.
�An airplane.� The pilot had lost some of his talkative nature once the rifle was pointed at him. But not all. �A three-seater 1940s Waco bi-plane.�
Bomani moved closer to the pilot. �The two cars outside, who do they belong to?�
�The red one is mine and the blue one belongs to my business partner.�
�Where is your partner?�
�Taking a client back home.�
�In what?�
�Our helicopter. Look, we don�t want no trouble.�
�When will he be back?�
�Soon. We don�t fly at night.�
�Where do you live and where does your partner live?�
�Hey, come on now, you can�t just come in here and wave a gun around, we got rights, we��
Bomani adopted a standing stance for a rifle shot and raised the weapon to his shoulder. The pilot looked squarely down the barrel.
�Not a problem, not a problem.� He cleared his throat. �Kate lives with me, we live here in this hangar. At the back there is where we sleep and eat.�
�This Kate, she is your partner? A woman?�
The pilot nodded.
�Good. We wait.� Bomani walked across to Bashir. �We stay here the night, the drone won�t find us here. Tomorrow we take a helicopter ride.�
* * *
It was dusk as the helicopter landed on its wheeled dolly outside the hangar. Kate started her routine to shut down the chopper. Looking towards the large open doors she noticed Nat and a couple of strangers. Happy for more work to be coming their way, she gave a polite wave in their direction; there was no reciprocal wave. What�s up with Nat? Odd. Kate started to unbuckle her seat belt. One of the men started to approach. She held up a hand to stop him coming forward; the rotor blades were still winding down. The man crouched and broke into a run towards the chopper.
It was then she saw the rifle pointed at Nat�s back. The last passengers had talked about the heavy police presence on the ground and the official notice over the radio to be on the lookout for three suspicious men. Even though she saw every movement of the man coming towards her, she was still shocked when her door was pulled open and she was told to get out. The man, in his twenties, followed up his demands by grabbing her by the arm and wrenching her from her seat. Kate fell heavily to the concrete below, then was roughly manhandled towards Nat and the other man with the gun.
The emergency locator transmitter in the helicopter could be operated manually, sending out a signal with the owner�s contact information and its unique identification number. It was an older model, and pulsed every fifty seconds. It would take on average forty-five minutes to be relayed to the Rescue Coordination Center. By the time Kate had been given a last push towards her partner she estimated at least one pulse had been sent. By the time Bomani had supervised the housing of the helicopter and the hangar doors shut tight, she calculated there was about a half hour until Rescue Coordination would attempt contact. Thirty-five minutes later the hangar phone and both hers and Nat�s mobiles rang. Bomani listened to the mobiles ring in his own pocket, one shortly after the other, interrupted by the hangar landline ringing.
�No one is available.� Bomani destroyed the phones.
* * *
The scent had gone cold. Lilburn stood beside the Jeep, the vista before him stretching out to the far hills where the sun was setting. Soon it would be dark. Government and local police patrols combed the countryside, commanders setting patrol duties for the night. The drone, flying its search pattern, would continue throughout the hours of darkness. Only its operators would change, the weary day pilot off to his in-laws and the others going home to hot dinners and soft beds.

Chapter Twenty-seven

�The accommodation ain�t so bad, had a lot worse.� One of Lilburn�s team sat back in the motel room�s sofa. �Shame there�s no booze. Hey, Matt. What about that kid�s Jeep, you think he�ll be getting a little worried?�
�Already taken care of.� Sitting on a chair beside a Formica-topped table, Lilburn finished reassembling his Sig Sauer side arm and checked the action. �Nice weapon this P250, good balance.� Standing up he headed for the kitchen, looking for cup of coffee. A small woven basket on the bench top held sachets of instant coffee. Lilburn picked up a sachet and read the writing� from the world�s finest beans. He snorted. Yeah right! Bet they�re Robusta!
The steam rose from his mug of coffee. The smell was good, the sort of smell where you don�t mind taking another hit. It was one of those aromas that brought a picture to mind. Lilburn allowed himself to be taken back to England, the coffee shop, the doctor� Almost without thinking he took a sip. Aw crap. Lilburn looked down at the steaming liquid, wondering how a drink could smell the same but taste so different. Still, he needed the caffeine fix, and he�d been drinking instant for years. He put up with the taste. His phone rang. �Lilburn.�
�Hello, Matt, I�m so sorry to bother you, but something has come up. It�s Evangeline.�
He knew straight away who it was, the silky smooth accent gave it away. It didn�t sound like a casual call � he noticed some anxiety in her voice.
�There�s something you urgently need to know. I�m with Director Lopez and I�m afraid she�s in a bit of a pickle.�
Lilburn gave a chuckle. �A what?�
�A pickle, a situation. Matt, she�s in the shit up to her eyeballs!�
The sides of his mouth dropped. �Go on.�
Evangeline gave a brief account.
�Who else knows about this?�
�I haven�t told anyone, not even Director Hall.�
�OK. Let me think� put Lopez on the phone.�
The conversation required privacy. With three other agents in the room, Lilburn decided to move outside.
�Agent Lilburn, Suzanna Lopez. Thank you for listening.�
�One moment, please.� Lilburn shut the door behind him and moved away from the door. �I understand your child has been kidnapped and you�ve been forced to provide information to the terrorist cell.�
�Yes, my son. I gave him up so he would have a normal life, a family life, not one where there was no father and a mother who was hardly home. A few days ago he was abducted. The people he lived with were murdered and there was no sign of Roddy. A day later I was contacted by phone by a person claiming to be a member of an Islamist group. In exchange for my son�s life I had to supply certain information.�
�What sort of information?� Lilburn was taking mental notes.
�I� I was told to keep them informed of developments. What tools we used to track them, where we were up to, where��
�A few days ago? Before we knew who we were dealing with? We didn�t even have faces, names � we probably didn�t even know there was a terrorist plot in progress � and they took the risk of involving you?�
Lopez laughed bitterly. �I�ve thought about that long and hard, I can assure you. I believe I know why.� Lopez paused, Lilburn could hear her breathing. �They specifically targeted me because of my position and they knew about my son. I have no idea how they knew, I have my suspicions but��
�Tell me, I want to know everything you know.�
�There must be an informant in Homeland Security, someone with access to sensitive personal records. That�s why I beg you to keep this conversation secret, please. Just until my son is safe. I can�t trust anyone. If their plot was somehow discovered, then they took the calculated risk I would be a mother first and last. They were right.�
�I see.� Lilburn had already summed up the alternative. �If they had succeeded with the plot, you would have been eliminated. You and your boy � something not too suspicious and they would leave the country unnoticed. The first we would know about a biological attack would be when animals started displaying symptoms of the virus.�
�Allan Hall said you were the best field operative we have. Will you help me get my son back?�
Lilburn looked up at the early night sky. The air temperature was rapidly cooling. �You know this is bigger than you or your son. Even if you get through this, the best you could hope for is modest leniency.�
�I know, I know. I�ve put my country second, Agent Lilburn. I put my son first. I never in a million years thought I would become a traitor to my country, but, I never knew how much my love for my son would affect me.�
�You�re in contact with the cell leader?�
�Yes.�
Lilburn weighed up the different scenarios. Of utmost importance was stopping the virus, next came Lopez and her son.
�This cell is more organized than we give them credit for � who�s the leader?�
�He never gives me his name.�
�Speak to him again. Make up something� we�ve had a sighting of the van heading west so now we�re concentrating in that direction. Anything, just as long as you can get a fix on his location��
�It�s no good, he won�t stay on the line long enough. I�ve already thought of that, but so has he.�
There seemed no option. With no intelligence on who had kidnapped the boy or where he was being held, it was increasingly obvious that any delay in locating Lopez�s son would only place a successful virus recovery in serious jeopardy. The risk was unacceptable.
�I�m sorry, Director, but the stakes are too high not to report this security breach. I only wish there was more I could do.�
�No, you can�t! They�ll kill my son. You mustn�t. Please, please reconsider.�
Lilburn shook his head. The decision was tough. More than likely a young innocent boy would die � the only solace he could take was the knowledge that whatever happened, it was unlikely the Takfir would let the boy live. Killing him would always be safer.
�Agent Lilburn, please��
Lilburn heard Lopez talking in the background. �I�m all right, thank you, I have to be.� She returned to Lilburn. �I�ll contact the cell leader, I�ll do it now. I�ll tell him� I�ll tell him just what you said before. I�ll tell him all our resources are concentrating west and that he should go the opposite direction. I�ll set a trap� but please don�t go to anyone. There�s a mole in the organization and I don�t know who. It could be anyone.�
�Where are you now?� inquired Lilburn.
�I�m still at HQ.�
�Put me back on to Dr. Crawston, please� Evangeline, this is what I want you� sorry, just one moment, I have a call coming through from Director Hall.�
Allan Hall notified his top agent of the emergency locator signal from a helicopter not far from his location. �It could be nothing � sometimes they�re set off by accident. Then again, a helicopter is a handy piece of equipment to get around the country and deliver a virus, especially when the ground is crawling with enforcement� I think you should check this one out. The signal gives the location within two miles of the chopper�s registered home. Check the address out first. If it�s not there, I�ll have the Search and Rescue Team from the Rescue Coordination Center take over and pinpoint the exact location. I�ll text you the address. Good hunting.�
Lilburn had intended to inform the director about Lopez but didn�t get the opportunity.
�Evangeline, you still there?�
�Yes.�
�Sorry about that, I had Hall on the phone, we have a possible lead close to here. A helicopter set off an emergency beacon. Evangeline, do me a favor, go to Allan Hall and explain to him what Lopez has confessed. There is no other option. I have to go now.�
�Be very careful. Please.�
Lilburn burst into the motel room. �Boys, we got a lead. So saddle up, we�re outta here.�

Chapter Twenty-eight

The headlights from the Jeep cut through the dark as it sped down the country roads. Every so often the Jeep pulled over and Lilburn studied a map by the light of his cellphone.
�It should be coming up soon,� Lilburn yelled above the noise from the open-topped Jeep. �We�re looking for Air Ag and Scenic Air.�
It took little more than thirty minutes all up for the Homeland team to find the gateway to the hangar. Lilburn instructed the driver to carry on past the gate and stop further up the road out of sight. A short call to Albany advised they were in location and they were ready.
�OK � let�s do it.�
Darkness was like a cool mist, covering everything as far as one could see. Everything was monotone, either pitch dark or a lighter shade of black. All except the night sky, which was an immense charismatic masterpiece of contrasts. Twinkling stars illuminating from a black canvas with the power to mesmerize anyone who looked up into the silent astronomical symphony. None of them did.
After a brisk, silent walk the four men crouched down. Watching, listening. The driveway entrance was some ten yards distant. From their elevated position off to the side of the road they could make out the shape of a large half-round hangar, one hundred yards away, across an open field. Light streamed from an uncovered window.
Lilburn wanted to get away from the roadside as soon as possible. �Avoid the driveway. Go through this fence, the wires are loose. Move down about ten yards to the right and wait.� Instructing one man to keep cover, he led the others through the fence, keeping low. The remaining man then followed.
Careful not to present their silhouettes, the agents scanned their objective from the side of the earth mound. Whispered speech was kept to a minimum. Lilburn instructed two men to circumnavigate the hangar, reconnaissance purposes only � one covering while the other moved. With no moon, progress was slow. A quarter of an hour later the pair returned. The hangar doors were shut, only the one window and one further, regular-sized door to one side of the large twin hangar doors were open.
�Well, I guess this isn�t going to sort itself out.� Lilburn and the men took positions closer to the hangar. Deploying one man as cover, where he could see both the window and the doors, Lilburn advanced with the other two and took up a position between two parked cars to the side of the large building.
One agent then went ahead and cautiously peered in through the window. He returned quickly. �Only part of the rear of the hangar is lit. There looks to be a sheet or some large white cloth hung up as a partition. That�s where the light is coming from, behind that sheet. Every so often I could see the silhouette of someone moving, I could make out a rifle. I�m fairly sure one or maybe two people are sitting in chairs, while two others are moving around. One of them has the gun.�
�What about a helicopter or the van we�re after?� Lilburn wanted to know.
�Just made out the rotor blades of a chopper. I couldn�t see all the hangar. It�s possible it�s there.�
Lilburn had heard enough. There was a high probability the cell was inside, with civilian hostages. �Peel back to where we left Jones. We�ll pick him up, move back and set up an OP until we get back-up. Go.�
The three men stealthily regrouped towards their covering agent�s position. The nearest man whispered, �Jones, we�re pulling back.�
No response.
�Hey, Jones.� The man reached forward and tapped the man�s shoulders. Still no reaction. Something was wrong; he gave him a harder push and felt something warm. �Ah shit.� Dropping his rifle, the agent rolled Jones over onto his back, revealing a gaping throat wound. �He�s dead!�
�Watch your ass.� Lilburn and the other two immediately surrounded the body and dropped to their knees facing out, weapons at the ready, each man watching, listening for any movement.
�What happened?� Lilburn whispered to the man who had raised the alarm.
�His throat�s been cut.�
�Hell.�
Lilburn turned and briefly laid a hand on the dead man, then shuffled back to his position. �Yeah, he�s dead.�
�Boss, the lights have gone out in the hangar.� Lilburn turned to look for himself. Shortly after one of the large hangar doors opened, clanging and rattling on its runners, the unexpected clatter of noise in an otherwise quiet night jarring their senses, already primed by the death of their colleague. It was too dark to see anyone. Suddenly the entire hangar was lit up as all the lights inside flicked on. The beams penetrated the night out towards where the agents knelt. While they were far enough away from the hangar not to be directly lit by the lights, the light had an immediate result. It back-lit them for someone even further away.
Lying prone on the other side of the narrow grassed runway, Bomani threw off the large sack he had covered himself with and tucked his phone back in his pocket. The placement of his rifle was such that all that was required was to raise it up, his cheekbone settled on the oiled wooden stock, his elbows and body acting as a steady tri-pod. He placed his forefinger lightly on the trigger and looked through the scope. As the lights came on inside the hangar and spewed out the open door, the three Homeland Security agents� outlines stood out as inviting targets for the seasoned killer. It was only a matter of which one first.
Neither Lilburn nor the other two saw the flash of the rifle shot, its timing in perfect coordination with the distraction of the hangar lights. The laws of physics dictate that a bullet travels faster than the sound it makes, and they say that if you hear the gunshot, chances are the bullet won�t hit you. Two agents heard the gunshot.
The third was knocked off his knees and pushed violently forward as the bullet made a mockery of flesh, bones and internal organs.
�The cars, head for the cars.� Lilburn yelled out.
They scrambled to their feet and powered off as fast as they could. Another rifle report merged with the crack of a bullet speeding past them. Still in open ground, the only consolation was the darkness. A third shot. The cars were easier to see in the indirect light. Both men pushed their legs forwards and swung their arms as best they could, trying to gain any scrap of extra speed that might be the difference between life and death. Instinctively, Lilburn had timed the intervals between each shot; either a bolt-action weapon or someone with a semi-auto taking calculated specific shots, either way he expected to hear, or feel, one more round before they reached cover. �Arrgh!� His colleague crashed to the ground, the bullet had gone low and taken out the muscle on his left calf. Close enough to the cover of the car nearest him, the adrenalin and momentum of his fall carried him to safety.
�How bad?�
�Lower leg.�
Lilburn knelt down, making sure he was safely behind the car. He saw the man gripping his leg and knew the pain he was in. Now, as the only one left uninjured, he needed to protect his companion. �That was a fucking ambush, they knew we were coming.� He took a quick look into the darkness and towards the hangar before ducking down again. No one followed. Lilburn reached into his pocket for his phone� it wasn�t there. Damn it.
The wounded man did his best to provide his own first-aid while Lilburn remained on guard. Ripping what he could of his clothing he used the pieces to bind what remained of his calf together trying to stem the blood flow. The pain was intense but the man was tough enough not to yell out. �Any ideas, boss? The words came out between clenched teeth.
�I was hoping you had,� Lilburn replied. �Fuck it, two good men wasted. Someone will pay for this.�
�How �bout you start with the guy who shot me.�
�I would, if I knew where he was. We don�t have a lot of options. Right now we�re sitting targets and he knows exactly where we are. He�ll be moving around in the darkness, looking for a good shot. Listen, you�re going to have to be the bait for a while, flush the prick out so I can get a shot. You up to it?�
The man snorted. �Yep.�
�I�ll need your carbine.�
�Plug him right between the eyes.�
Lilburn disappeared into the blackness. With the slight hill behind him, down from the road, he kept to a semicircle. He finished counting to forty and sat down, the M4 carbine ready. The wounded agent dragged himself to where he could safely send off a couple of rounds in the general direction of the shooter. Easing his arm around one of the car tires, his hand gripping his own 9 mm handgun, he finished his first count� 43, 44, 45. In quick succession he pulled the trigger, aiming blindly into the darkness, then huddled up.
Lilburn didn�t have to wait long for the muzzle flash from the terrorist, who quickly responded with a couple of his own rounds in return, the bullets plowing into the car�s grille and tire. With his target�s position identified in the dark, he fired off a volley of rounds on semi-automatic, then hurriedly changed his own, now compromised, position. If the shooter was the man Lilburn thought he was, then there was no point in using the same tactic again, he wouldn�t be suckered twice.
The lights in the hangar went out, leaving faint starlight.
There were two choices. Take the offensive and seek out the terrorist; it was possible he had taken him out with his volley. Or he could use the cover of darkness to get his man to safety. He chose the latter.
Lilburn crept back to the cars, letting his comrade know he was advancing. �We�re bugging out. You want to come?�
�Thought you�d never ask. Do you think you got the guy?�
�It would be luck if I did. I�ll tell you in a couple of minutes.�
Dragging his painful leg, the agent shuffled back in the direction of the fence line. Once clear of the cars, Lilburn helped support the man. As silently as they could manage the two climbed the easy rise to the road. They�d made a painful fifteen yards when the hangar lights were turned on again.
�Keep going. That earth mound we used coming in, there, go to it.� Lilburn urged on the wounded man. The pair collapsed behind it. �Hey, you still got your phone, I�ve lost mine?�
�Here.� The agent handed Lilburn his mobile. �HQ was the last number I called.�
The call center at Albany transferred the call through to Director Hall to whom Lilburn tersely delivered a disturbing sitrep. Within minutes the nearest back-up was deployed, various commanders briefed, the drone aircraft given exact coordinates and medical staff organized, together with body-bags. The first deployment could be expected within fifteen minutes.
Lilburn handed the phone back. �If we can hang on for fifteen minutes we�ll have troops on the ground.� Looking around the mound he noticed the lights had again been flicked off. �Fuck! Here we go again.�
�What�s up, boss?�
�What would you do if you were those fuckers? Your position has been compromised. You�re holed-up in a hangar with hostiles outside, you�ve got hostages and you�ve got your holy mission to complete. Add to that you�re a cunning psychotic piece of shit who doesn�t mind killing people.�
�Well,� the agent gave a sudden hard inhale as pain surged through his leg. �Hell� if I were giving him advice I�d say go shoot yourself, but failing that I think I�d just fly out of there.�
�First one ain�t a bad idea, but I think he�d take the second one. You think he�ll be good to us and wait for our back-up to arrive?�
�We haven�t exactly been lucky tonight.�
�That�s what I thought. Don�t go running off anywhere, will you?�
The agent looked across to Lilburn. �What�s your plan?�
�I�ll tell you once I think of it.� Lilburn slid away into the darkness clutching the M4 carbine and the Sig Sauer on his hip, leaving the wounded agent lying on his back making a wish upon the stars.
Lilburn carefully made his way towards the hangar doors, not wanting to trip over any object hidden by the darkness. From inside the large iron building a helicopter could be heard winding up, the pitch rising higher and higher, the volume increasing. He tried to comprehend the helicopter pilot even contemplating flying out of the hangar, which wasn�t exactly the largest of buildings. The hangar doors must open wide enough for rotating blades, but it would be close � dangerously so. The rotors were turning and it seemed take-off was near. The nearer he came to the hangar, the faster he moved. The butt of the M4 Carbine�s stock was pulled into his shoulder, his view looking down the barrel. There had been no challenge � no bullets sprayed in his direction. He assumed there was only one reason for this; the two terrorists were in the helicopter. Reaching the side of one of the large doors he could feel a vortex of wind cascading out. The barrel of his weapon was an extension of his body and he thrust it into the cavernous space of the hangar. Immediately he was met with a stinging bath of dust, dirt and debris flung up from the spinning blades, together with a deafening roar. Lilburn flung an arm up to his face � his eyes were slits and the wind bit at his clothes. The whole situation was a potpourri of confusion and noise, then the helicopter�s powerful searchlight burst into a blinding dazzle. Matt Lilburn knew he had to react and fast.
* * *
�Get it out of here now!� Bomani sat next to the pilot, one hand gripping her collar and the other holding a knife.
Kate could feel the sharp sensation of the knife point in the crook of her neck. Not one to back down when the situation got tough, Kate Leggat was known to stand her ground and bombard any adversary with a concoction of fact, fiction and just plain old-fashioned stubbornness. This time was different. The two Arab-looking men armed with a rifle and now Nathan�s 12-gauge shotgun had the upper hand from the get-go. They made it crystal clear they weren�t playing games.
And Kate was worried. �I don�t know if we�ll make it out the door. If I touch it, even just a little, we could be killed.�
�Then you had better not touch the door. Now fly this thing!�
Almost overwhelmed with the unaccustomed violence, she fumbled with the controls. Turning on the helicopter�s forward light highlighted her fears about starting the helicopter in the hangar. Loose objects, such as paper, were flying around within the confined space, mixed with years of dust and dirt. Even without the two armed men in the cockpit, it was an extremely dangerous situation. She thought, for a split second, she saw someone standing at the doorway to the hangar, but one blink later and the figure was gone. It couldn�t have been Nathan. He�d been knocked unconscious only minutes ago, while still bound to the chair. The blade pressed harder into her neck, any more force and she knew it would break the skin. The passenger beside her screamed again. Kate did her best to ignore him, concentrating on what she had to do. She didn�t know if she could raise the helicopter sufficiently off the dolly, then keep it high enough to clear the hangar floor safely and low enough to pass through the doors. Not only was the height crucial, but to clear the doors without touching the sides with the blades would be a miracle.
Somehow Kate cleared the dolly and maneuvered forward, centering the machine in between the open doors. It was now or never.
Bomani had also seen the figure at the door, and guessed it was the man he had been told about: Matt Lilburn. He had proved to be a worthy opponent, it was only right that the Americans had sent a man of such caliber. He wished he could see his face when they took off into the night sky.
Kate eased the machine forward, concentrating on the doorway. Ten, five yards, steady as she goes. Her hands felt wet and slippery on the controls, perspiration from intense concentration dripping down her back. Kate was now beyond the point of no return, the tips of the rotors pushed out the hangar doors with the widest point of the rotating blades about to align with the doors. Holding her breath she inched forward, not daring to move her head or even her eyes from an imaginary point ahead beyond the light beam. I must be through by now.
Bomani pulled the knife away from the pilot�s neck as she neared the doorway. He sat back in his seat and tensed up, knowing this was make or break time. His life was in the hands of the woman next to him and a little prayer would not go amiss.
Bashir, sitting behind, shut his eyes. Both his hands had a vice-like grip on his seat.
�We�re out. Oh my God� we got through the doors. Oh my God.� Kate felt a rush of exhilaration.
�Now fly high and fast,� roared Bomani.
Kate was in no hurry to gain altitude. Her protest gained her a poke in the neck with the knife; this time it drew blood. Slowly the helicopter began to ascend.
The open doorway was no place to be. Lilburn retreated back to the corner of the building, away from what could become a tangle of iron and helicopter. Instinctively he crouched down as the machine nudged out into the open. Raising his weapon towards the cockpit, his finger was all but applying enough pressure to the trigger to fire. Lilburn hesitated, there was a civilian flying the craft, an innocent. Shit, shit. It was one of those poignant moments � less a decision, more a reaction. A moment where focus is so concentrated nothing else matters. Lilburn watched as the aircraft with the terrorist cell, a pilot and most likely the virus, was within feet of him. As if in slow motion, he watched it all drift away.
They were so close. Lilburn sprang into action. Throwing his carbine to the ground he sprinted for the departing helicopter. The past hour flashed before him, the blood, the lives of his two comrades lost to the bastards in that machine. It made him mad, it made him strong, it made him fast. Lilburn lunged upwards, his feet leaving the ground, his arms outstretched, his hands open and ready to grasp. He touched the nearest skid simultaneously with both hands, locking on with a Herculean grip. The weight of his body was brought to bear on his arms as gravity tried to pry him free and send him falling to the ground. It wasn�t going to happen. Lilburn gritted his teeth, pulled himself straight upwards then brought a leg up to wrap around the skid. The attempt failed and his leg swung back down sending his body in a pendulum swing. Breathing out hard through his mouth he tried again. This time his heel caught� and that was enough to give him sufficient purchase to gain a more secure hold on the skid.
Inside the helicopter, Kate immediately reacted to the unusual lurch to the side as she gained height. It was too dark to see the reason, but whatever it was required counter control measures. She looked over to the older man beside her. He was looking back and down towards the hangar then turned back to her.
�Keep flying, infidel bitch.�
�Listen, asshole � I don�t have registration to fly at night cos I�m not trained for night flying so why the fuck don�t you just jump out now �cause, you know, there�s a good chance I might crash anyway.�
Bomani lashed out with the back of his hand, catching Kate on the side of her face. She didn�t expect that and the helicopter lurched around until she regained control.
�Akins!� Bashir leaned forward in his seat, realizing the danger of his companion�s actions. �What�s the plan now?�
�They will be watching us. The drone will have picked us up and it will only be a matter of time before they intercept us. The virus. Take the two remaining cans out and get them ready.�
�Whoa, whoa, whoa. Hang on, buddy.� The hairs on Kate�s neck rose when she heard mention of a virus. �What the hell�s going on here?�
Bomani lashed out with his fist onto the windscreen thumping it with such a heavy force it startled Bashir. Bomani pulled hard on Kate�s hair, placing the knife blade up against her throat.
But this time Kate was ready. �I wouldn�t do that again, mister, if I were you.�
�I will kill you, woman. I will slit your infidel throat like a bleating sheep if you say another word.�
�Oh yeah? Just remember you�re a thousand feet up in the air. You fly helicopters? No? I didn�t think so, you ugly little bastard.�
Bomani couldn�t stand a woman talking to him like that. He could feel himself losing control and it was a woman who had done it� an infidel woman! She would die. He pulled the knife away, changing his grip on the handle and raised it above her. He would stab through her body, he would do it again and again, stab and stab�
�AKINS NO! NO!� Bashir reached through between the seats as best he could groping for the knife with one straining outstretched hand. �You will kill us. No, Akins.�
Bomani barely registered his cry of anguish through the mist of seething rage. Barely, but enough. The knife hovered over Kate�s body, held back like a spring under pressure. The pressure gradually subsided and the tension reduced. He brought his arm down and sank back into his seat.
Kate couldn�t speak.
�We would have been killed, Akins, we would have plunged to our deaths and our mission would have failed.� The young man gingerly placed a hand on the older man�s shoulder. Bomani returned the gesture, placing a hand over Bashir�s.
�You are right� my brother, once again you are right.�
* * *
Lilburn was freezing. The wind chill and the cool night air cut through his clothes, numbing his body. He had managed to lie astride the skid, one foot resting on the skid the other leg hanging down loose, like crossing a suspended rope. A strut provided the support to stop him swinging upside down. Closing his eyes he concentrated, hanging on and wondering how on earth he got himself into this predicament in the first place. It looked so easy in the movies. They lied.

Chapter Twenty-nine

�Sir, Syracuse on the phone.�
�This is Director Hall� Yes� Thanks.� Hall hardly even blinked before bellowing: �Nicco!�
The ex-hacker looked up from his screen. �Yeah? Who wants me?� A couple of intelligence analysts sitting nearby knew full well and slunk into their chairs.
Nicco looked around the room, stretching his neck over the computer screen. He took off his headphones and laid them on his table just before eyeballing Director Hall across the other side of the room. �Oh hi� I mean� How can I help you, sir?�
�You got that feed from Syracuse on your screen?�
�Just hold that thought.� Nicco tapped the keyboard and up came the screen. Nicco gave the director a thumbs-up. Allan Hall grinned, despite himself.
�Right, listen up, people!� The director held the attention of everyone in the room. �Confirmation the cell�s on the move. I want all commanders informed ASAP, including state police. I want a status on our assets in the area. Make sure all our choppers, crews and support staff are on standby. Tell the teams en-route to Lilburn we�ll have new coordinates shortly. Go to it!�
Hall tapped a staffer on the shoulder and leaned down. This time his voice was quieter. �Tell the air-ambulance to take care of the boys then await further orders.� The woman nodded.
This time round Nicco was more aware of his surroundings as Director Hall approached. He�d already anticipated the questions. �The Reaper�s on owl vision sir, a bird�s-eye view of a whirly-bird heading in an approximate northerly direction. Bit of a hoot really.�
�It�s getting late and I�m tired and hungry. Less wisecracks and more concentration.�
�Okey-dokey, let�s see what we have here� OK. This is the live thermal image feed from the Reaper. It�s tracking the target helicopter. Now we�re just getting a new angle and� Oh oh.�
�What the hang did I do with those blasted glasses?� Hall felt in his pockets, found his glasses and placed them on his head.
Nicco reached for a phone and waved it in front of the Director. �Sir, phone the drone operator and have him zoom in on the right-hand skid.�
�Why?�
��Cause I think the chopper has a passenger� Don�t worry, the guy�s seen the same thing and is zooming in.�
Hall hunched over towards the screen. �Holy mother of� Tell me I�m seeing things.�
�You�re not seeing things, sir.�
�Can you tell who it is?�
�No, sir. Too far away.�
Director Hall stood upright. �I�ll bet you twenty bucks I know who it is.�

Chapter Thirty

Flying straight ahead at a thousand feet, Kate knew that for a while at least the helicopter was safe above any immediate hills. The fact that Nathan had still been breathing after being knocked unconscious was of some comfort. Before she was dragged away she had seen signs of life. Kate turned the dimmer switch down on the panel causing the panel lights to soften, anything so she didn�t have to see them. The action didn�t go unnoticed.
�Who gave you permission to turn those lights down?� Bomani demanded.
Arrogant fool. �I�m not rated to fly by instruments, asshole. The lights are hindering me seeing outside and I need to see what the hell�s going on so we don�t crash into a goddamn mountain. Is that all right with you?�
�Where I come from, women do as they are told, speak only when they are spoken to and respect their menfolk.�
�Well, more fool them. Let me get one thing straight, mister. Like I said before, who amongst us here actually knows how to fly this machine? Oh, that�s right� only me. Go screw yourself.�
The feel of the helicopter was wrong, the balance was out of whack. It was time to put her theory to the test. �Hey, you in the back seat, shuffle over to the other side and see if you can feel for a switch under that seat. I need you to turn it on.�
Bashir looked at her. �Why?�
�It switches the fuel tanks over so we don�t run out of gas. Kind of important when you�re this high up��
It was complete nonsense � there was no switch there, but Kate hoped it would get the man across to the same side as her front passenger, and keep him there for a while.
Bashir rested the shotgun up against the seat to his left then shifted himself across. Kate had to compensate for the shift of balance much more than she thought would have been necessary. It confirmed her thoughts � there was extra weight on the chopper.
�I can�t find any switch.�
That�s because there isn�t one, you moron. �OK, don�t worry about it. Anyway, we can�t fly about here all night. I never got the chance to refuel, so we need to land.�
Bomani had a further decision to make. The longer he kept flying, the greater the chance of being seen. Right now, having only been in the air a few minutes, he had an advantage, his enemy would have to make new decisions, issue new orders. It meant he had more time without conflict if he landed soon.
�Land now. Somewhere there are cattle or pigs.�
Kate screwed up her face in bewilderment. �You what? You want me to land where there are cows and hogs! Un-fuckin�-believable. I hardly even know where we are, let alone take you to a ranch.�
�You can still fly if my knife sticks out of your thigh. Take us down or suffer pain.�
Kate laughed. �Yeah, but my concentration would be a little off.� But Kate dropped altitude, wanting to land as much as her passengers; if that extra weight on the far side of the machine was what she thought it was�
The landscape below was mostly a mix of arable and livestock farming on gentle rolling open country. Despite what she had told the men, Kate exactly where they were. The mention of a virus concerned her. Kate was well aware of the risk of a terrorist attack, but that was something that would happen in the likes of the big cities, with lots of people around. Here, lights were scattered over a wide area. It wasn�t exactly New York City.
Bomani directed Kate to the nearest light. �There, fly around that house, go as low as you can.�
Kate took the helicopter down to two hundred feet.
�Shouldn�t we fly on to somewhere like the sale yards, where we were before?� inquired Bashir.
�It�s too late for that. Make sure you have the bag with the spray cans.� Bomani turned his attention back to Kate. �Land by the house and turn off the helicopter.�
He spoke again. �Once we�re down make sure the infidel bitch cannot fly off again.�
Matt Lilburn was frozen to the bone and hung on for grim death. His bare hands grasping the skid and support were like ice-blocks, his face numb with the cold and wind. Perhaps he�d gone a step too far by grabbing onto the skid, a step that would send him falling to his death. Perhaps it would be better if the men above opened a door and placed a bullet in his brain. Perhaps the cold would numb his senses so much he wouldn�t realize he was falling through the sky. He opened his eyes. The cold hit his eyeballs like a bucket of ice-cubes. Squinting, he saw far below the lights of what could only be a house. Lilburn closed his eyes. What he would give for a warm bath. Looking again, the light was closer. The helicopter was losing altitude. His hopes raised, he waited for the the next move� and the sooner the better.
Kate brought the helicopter down carefully, reading the altimeter and watching for any sign at all outside of impending danger to her machine. She then gently hovered only a few feet above the ground purposely, not letting the skids make ground contact, to give whoever was underneath as much time as she dared. Finally she made contact with the ground and let the machine�s revolutions subside.
Lilburn used the opportunity to let himself fall to the ground. Instead of a graceful dismount, the cold and physical exertion had drained his strength and seized his muscles. He fell like a sack of potatoes, barely able to roll clear and lie between the skids. The fuselage with its red rotating beacon light stopped its descent a foot or so from his face. He breathed a sigh of relief and placed a hand above his head to shield his eyes from the glare of the strobe light.
Moments later, the helicopter wound down. A set of legs emerged followed closely by the unmistakable barrel of a rifle. Someone yelled out. Lilburn reached for his side arm, not taking his sight off the person with the rifle. A movement from the opposite side managed to attract his attention. Another pair of legs, then something large landed heavily. A woman�s voice yelled out in anger and pain.
�You fucking asshole! Aargh. Christ, I could have gotten out without your help. Prick!�
Lilburn brought his weapon around, two hands on the grip. The light showed the back of a woman with long blonde hair inches away. Her arm flailed out as she sought to sit upright and smacked into him. Realizing someone was lying beside her, the woman barely hesitated before yelling out that she had to get up and turn the damn lights off. She kept up a string of abuse while pushing herself off the ground. Lilburn knew this was one gutsy lady, and she was playing the game like a pro.
�Yeah, good on you, buddy. You don�t need to point that shotgun at me. I can see you have a gun. Creep.�
Kate switched the navigation lights off. Thanks to her commentary, Lilburn knew there was one man to his left, with a shotgun, so the other one, with the rifle, must be on his right. Moving back towards the rear of the fuselage, where the tail boom joined, Lilburn positioned himself awkwardly into a crouch. He could still hear the woman shouting, giving him a running commentary.
�Hey you, the other side of the chopper. Who�re you going off to shoot now, tough guy? Leave your little mate over here with me � you think he�s up to handling a real woman?�
Bashir grabbed Kate by the hair and pulled her towards him. �Shut up, bitch!�
Kate tried to grab his hand and relieve some of the pressure of her hair being pulled but Bashir threw her to the ground, where she sprawled on her chest and thighs. Raising her upper body up with her arms she turned to look at her attacker aiming the shotgun right at her. �Come on then, you piece of shit, go on, kill me. Yeah, I�m giving you permission. You ever killed a girl before?� Kate snatched the quickest of looks towards Lilburn. She could make him out crouching down and it looked as if he had a weapon in his hands. Kate needed to keep Bashir�s attention. �Yeah, go on, take a good look. You must be real proud, taking on a woman.�
Bomani moved around the front of the helicopter.
�Oh, even better,� Kate remarked. �Now I have the two of you around here. What now, a gangbang?�
Bomani spat on the ground. �Bashir, do you have the virus?�
�It�s still on the seat in the bag.�
�Go and bring it here.�
Kate watched as the older man approached her.
�Turn around and I will make your death quick and painless.� Bomani�s voice was cold and precise. Kate froze, not even moving a muscle as the killer placed his rifle on the ground and then produced something in his hand. The starlight was just enough to make out the shape of a knife.
Bashir turned away to retrieve the remaining two cans of virus� and saw Matt. His heart thumped in his chest as he brought the shotgun around. It was a gunfight he could not hope to win. He knew it in the seconds he had to live. Those few seconds dragged out in slow motion. It was as if he could see the bullets leave the other man�s gun and travel towards him. Life had been short, too short. Where did I go wrong? What should I�
Bashir Zuabi fell face forward, his knees hardly even bending. The shotgun plowed barrel first into the ground, before toppling over and coming to a rest beside his quivering body. Kate sat motionless, staring at her first dead man.
The shots came as a surprise to Bomani. A surprise it may have been, a shock it wasn�t. He let the knife fall from his hand as he wheeled back around and dove towards the ground where his rifle lay. The movement was instinctive� once the weapon was in his hands he would already know what his next actions were going to be.
Bomani hit the ground hard and fast with the front of his body. Stretching himself out, his hands scrambled for then wrestled with the rifle. Rolling over and over, head up, arms stretched above his head, he pointed the barrel in the direction from where he assessed the attack would come. He had heard two shots in quick succession, a semi-auto weapon � able to fire as fast as you could pull the trigger. He only had a bolt-action rifle, it took longer to reload. By the time he finished rolling, Bomani had already decided not to stand his ground, but to fire one round then retreat to cover.
Lilburn didn�t have enough time to pull the barrel of his pistol down fast enough to take aim at the man flying through the air. Instead he fired intuitively. Pulling the trigger twice, he also rolled away from his firing position. Both men missed.
Bomani kept up a fluid motion, coming out of his roll onto a knee, then sprinted past the front of the helicopter and into the starlit night.
Lilburn rose to a crouch, looking for the opportunity of a shot but his target skillfully used the helicopter to block his view. He ran to the front of the machine but the man had disappeared. He approached the pilot, who was still on the ground. �You OK?�
�I�ve been better. What the hell is this all about?�
�Later.� Lilburn had something more pressing to do. The doors of the helicopter remained open, he jumped up into the front, searching the seats and on the floor. Nothing. Looking through to the rear there looked as if there was an object on one of the seats. He extended an arm. The object felt like a nylon bag with something solid inside.
Outside on the grass, Lilburn unzipped the bag. Inside were two spray cans. He gave a sigh of relief. The virus was now in his hands, one of his questions answered. Instantly he was on the defensive � there was an armed and dangerous terrorist somewhere out there in the dark, who knew exactly where he, the pilot and the virus were. Not good� definitely not good.
�Follow me.� Lilburn pulled the pilot to her feet, none too gently. �We have to get away from here.�
�Where are we going?�
Lilburn, with the bag slung over one shoulder, the Sig Sauer in his hand, ignored her, watching the darkness.
�Whoa, hold your horses. Hey, mister�� Kate slipped; it was only Lilburn�s hold on her arm that stopped her from falling. �Jesus. You know, I can fly us out of here.�
Lilburn carried on. Kate had no choice but to follow, her upper arm gripped by an iron fist.
Finally he spoke. �That man hasn�t gone far and he�s coming after us. We hop in the chopper and he�ll shoot us clean out of the sky.�
�And what makes you think he�s not hightailing it out of here?�
�I�ve got something he wants real bad.�
�And let me think� It�s not me.�
�You�re so right, sweetheart. It�s not you. Now stop talking � I want to listen.�
The countryside was still. In the distance an owl hooted. Kate, free of Lilburn�s grip, placed a hand over her heart. �My heart is just about jumping out of my chest!�
�Sshh.�
The roar of a rifle being discharged close by confirmed Lilburn�s thoughts: he was now the hunted. A second loud discharge followed and a bullet winged its way past. There was no need to coax Kate to move; she started running after the first shot. Lilburn caught up then matched her speed. The ground was flat and running was easy, even at night. Hiding was a bit more difficult. Lilburn told Kate to slow down. �Looks like a fence line up ahead.�
Sure enough a post and wire fence appeared. As Kate was given a guiding hand to scale the fence, a bullet plowed into the post. Kate let out a short sharp squeal then took a leap of faith and hurled herself off the top of the fence and fell sprawling on the other side. Lilburn vaulted the fence with ease, dragged Kate from the ground and both of them scurried off.
Another fifty yards were eaten up without incident. Kate started to tire. �OK, wait, wait,� she blurted out. �I need a breather� I fly everywhere� I don�t run.�
It was an old army saying. You can only go as fast as your slowest man. He let his charge take a break, tugging on her sleeve to make her sink lower to the ground. In a whisper he let her know this break was to be counted in seconds, not minutes. Lilburn picked up something familiar in the distance. It grew louder and turned into the unmistakable sound of at least one helicopter heading their way. Reinforcements had arrived. Plans changed. Lilburn directed Kate to lie prone on the ground. Doing the same he faced the way he thought his threat came from, his weapon ready. Less than a minute later a helicopter was overhead; the downdraft beat down on their backs. A burst of machine-gun fire emitted from the chopper as the occupants locked onto the hostile. Return gunfire was heard, but not directed at the hovering helicopter. The night sky burst into light in conjunction with an almighty explosion of aviation gas. Kate�s helicopter was now an insurance job and Bomani had successfully provided a diversion.
Kate propped herself up on her elbows and looked over her back. �Damn, there goes my business.�

Chapter Thirty-one

The inn wasn�t exactly up-market � but it was comfortable and clean. At 4:15 in the morning the large neon light flashing Twenty Horses Inn was a welcome sight. Matt was tired � and he needed sleep. The driver wished him good night as he left his passenger outside.
Lilburn kicked the door shut with his heel and heard it slam behind him. The curtains were open and the neon sign was close enough to provide enough light to make his way to the bedroom. The cleaners had been in, there was the faintest whiff of a scent� cleaning product. Switching on the bedside light he noticed the bed had been made up. Fresh white sheets and a fluffed-up white pillow looked very inviting. Pulling the curtains shut felt good, taking off his shoes even better but stripping off all vestige of clothing was the best. He was too tired to shower, time for that when he woke. He pulled the bedding back on one side of the queen bed; the bottom sheet had been pulled tight and tucked in with perfect hospital corners. Lilburn crawled onto the bed lying on his stomach; his head cocked to the side. The sheets had a delightful coolness� first he put one leg under the bedding, then the other. With eyes shut he grasped the bedding and pulled it up to the bottom of his buttocks. Another hand fumbled for the bedside light switch. The darkness was the last thing he remembered.
* * *
The staffer making the call had been warned the man he was calling was most likely in a deep sleep, so if there was no reply he was to wait two minutes then repeat the procedure until the phone was answered.
It was his third attempt before Lilburn opened his eyes to daylight strained through curtains. Still in the same position as six hours before, his body took a bit of easing out of bed. The phone rang again. Lilburn stumbled to the lounge before realizing he was buck naked. Pausing to look out the window, he saw he was in full view of any passerby.
The phone sat on top of the kitchen bench. With his back to the front door he lifted the handset to his ear, leaned his elbows on the bench and gave a raspy early morning �Hello.�
A young man replied. �Good morning, sir, may I confirm who I am speaking to, please?�
�Matt Lilburn.�
�I have a message from Director Hall. A car will be sent to you, arriving at thirteen-hundred hours, to bring you to HQ.�
�Wilco.�
�Oh, one last thing, sir, the director also wished me to tell you Dr. Crawston is in room fifteen. Thank you, sir, and good day.�
Lilburn returned the phone to the cradle. Room fifteen, that�s only three doors down. With one hand he wiped the sleep from his eyes; it was then he heard a knock on the window. Standing bolt upright, he looked straight ahead to the rear of the room. Wide awake and conscious of his vulnerability. Oh shit.
The muffled voice from outside was unmistakably English, the gender conspicuously feminine. �Is that you, Mr. Lilburn?�
Lilburn didn�t need to see the huge grin on Evangeline�s face to know it was there. It occurred to him the old saying of being caught with your pants down had never been truer.
�Why, Mr. Lilburn � in some circles it is considered most impolite to turn your back on a lady when she addresses you.�
He heard a giggle.
�Is this why your native Indians called white people pale-face?�
Lilburn raised his chin and turned one hundred and eighty degrees to face the doctor.
A shocked squeal came from outside his window.�Oh my goodness, oh my� my!� Evangeline waved a hand in front of her face as if to cool herself down. �So, Matthew, I take it you don�t appreciate being the butt of my jokes.� She finally lifted her eyes. Now she was the one who felt� flushed.
Evangeline watched through the window as the naked man strolled to the door. She heard the sound of the door being unlocked, but it remained shut.
�Come on in, I need to shower but feel free to wait.� As Lilburn made his way to the bathroom, he heard the door open very quickly. He burst out laughing.
* * *
His hand, palm up, extended out under the stream of water. When the temperature reached the point of comfort Lilburn stepped in and pulled the nylon curtain shut. Steam began to rise. He looked up � a small narrow window above the shower head was open sufficiently for some of the rising moisture to escape. Shutting his eyes he let his head fall back, and the pressurized water cascaded over his head and face down to the stainless steel shower floor, rinsing away the grime and the blood. It felt good to be alive. Lilburn lowered his head and opened his eyes. What the water didn�t wash away was the thought of his dead comrades and the families they left behind.
�I heard you were back in town,� Evangeline said from the lounge area. �Homeland rang me and said you were back. They�re going to call you later.�
�Be right with you.� Lilburn turned off the shower then reached blindly around the shower curtain to the wall where motel towels usually hung. The towel wasn�t there.
�Looking for this?�
Taking the towel that was obligingly placed in his extended hand, he wiped his face then wrapped it around his waist before stepping out of the shower cubicle. �Now I know there�s a hand when I need it.�
Evangeline smiled and retreated to the kitchen. �Would you like a cup of tea?�
�Make it a strong coffee and it�s a deal. Thanks. Just a drop of milk, no sugar.� Once Evangeline had left the bathroom he pushed the door almost closed then unhooked his towel letting one end fall to the floor. A face stared at him, rugged with stubble. He squinted his eyes then rubbed the foggy mirror with the towel. �Matt, my boy, you�ve aged ten years.�
�Sorry� did you say something?� Evangeline had pushed the door open. The move was calculated. Before she spoke her eyes had taken in the glistening wet masculine body standing in profile. Her heart raced.
Startled by her voice, Lilburn lost his grip on the towel, which fell to the ground. He stood watching as her eyes followed his curves. �I need a shave.�
Evangeline shook her head. �No, you don�t.�
* * *
Their bodies entwined, their lips fervently sought out the other�s, tongues probed. Evangeline pushed away, holding him back at arm�s length. Lilburn was quietly amused at her promiscuity; he looked back and smiled. Her gaze was steady. He thought he actually heard a purr. Evangeline arched her head back then shook her head side to side, her auburn hair flowing like silk. What came next was a surprise. Evangeline�s sensuous eyes drew him in, her hands grabbed her own blouse and ripped it apart, buttons tumbling to the floor. Her taut breasts threatened to burst her lacy bra apart. Evangeline raised her hand. Grasping the hair on the back of his head, she pulled him down to her cleavage. Lilburn could feel her soft, warm flesh; he could smell the lust. He wanted more. The hand that forced him down now pulled him violently away. He caught his breath. As if by magic the bra was flicked away. This time she didn�t need to pull him close. His tongue licked, his teeth delicately plucked the hard red nipples centered inside the round brown areola. Running the very tip of his tongue upward from her cleavage, he slowly followed the contour of her neck on to her chin. Evangeline moaned with lust and desire before their lips locked. Again she pushed him away, this time with one hand, the other she ran down over a heaving breast to settle on the button on her jeans. She rocked her body from side to side in a sensuous dance, her tongue running the full length of her own flushed lips. Her fingers expertly undid her jeans button and started on the zip. Lilburn watched as Evangeline�s eyes started downwards past his chest, past his hips. He heard her gasp then drop to her knees. The real pleasure had just begun.
* * *
Evangeline picked up a sachet of instant coffee from a small wicker basket in the kitchen and looked at the packaging. �Are you sure you wouldn�t prefer tea?�
Lilburn emerged from the bedroom, this time he was dressed. �So how come an English woman knows more about coffee than me?�
�Ah ha. We British have a very strong coffee tradition. Did you know that in 1732, the English East India Company planted coffee on the island of St. Helena? The same island Napoleon was exiled to after the Battle of Waterloo.�
Evangeline had pulled her clothes back on. The blouse, with most of its buttons missing, had been knotted together. It accentuated her already ample breasts, and unashamedly grabbed his attention.
�And did you know�� Evangeline placed an index finger under his chin and lifted his attention. �I have the actual diary of Napoleon, written by his very hand.�
�I thought Napoleon never actually wrote a diary.�
�Matt, I�m impressed. History does tell us indeed that he never put pen to paper in a diary and the famous Napoleonic diaries weren�t written by the general himself. However, in this case history is wrong. He did and I have it.� Evangeline turned away as the electric kettle came to the boil.
Lilburn watched as she took a couple of steps to the kitchen bench top. �And your knowledge of the beans stems from��
Evangeline finished pouring the hot water into the mugs. There was a subtle change in her stance, a pause in her breathing, a moment of retrospect. �I had a good friend, a wonderful man, he worked in the New York Coffee, Sugar and Cocoa Exchange.� Turning back towards Lilburn holding two full coffee mugs, there was a glaze in her eyes. �The exchange was unfortunately located in the World Trade Center. One of the reasons� I have an interest in terrorism and the damage that it does to innocent people.�
Politely accepting the coffee, Lilburn took a first tentative sip. Not being too hot he took a gulp. �Yeah, OK.� His face contorted. �I think we need to go and find some real coffee.� Lilburn looked at his watch. �We should have enough time to call a cab, find a caf�, have some fresh Arabica and some breakfast, then hightail it back here by thirteen hundred hours, ready to be picked up to go to HQ. Would that suit madam?�
�Let me go back to my room and change first. I�ll be right back.�
* * *
Lilburn reached over the front seat and handed the taxi fare to the cheerful Italian cabbie who insisted they introduce themselves to his friend Alfonso, and to tell him Antonio said to give them his best, most freshly roasted beans.
As the cab started to turn back into the traffic after dropping off Lilburn and Evangeline, it came to a sudden halt and the passenger window wound down. �And you tell that miserable son of a bitch to give you his best price otherwise I call his momma!�
The caf� was just along from the Times Union Center on South Pearl Street. Lilburn looked around at the predominantly concrete and brick buildings, a far cry from where he had been the evening before.
�Earth to Matt� come in, Matt.�
�Sorry� I was daydreaming. Funny how everything changes in the blink of an eye.�
�There�s an old quote: That�s life. It sort of sums it all up, don�t you think?� Evangeline placed her arm around his and led him into Alfonso�s Caf�. A bell tinkled as the door was opened.
A man presented himself and asked in a broad New York accent if they wanted a table for two. Lilburn acknowledged they would and was then shown to a table where their order was taken and the waiter hurried off.
�So, Matt, are you going to ask to speak to Alfonso to make sure his best beans are forthcoming?� Evangeline was doing her best to hold back a laugh.
�I just did. That guy�s name tag said Alfonso.�
�You should be using your networking powers. Let Alfonso know you�ve spoken to his cousin and he has to give us his best beans � or else!�
�I�m not into that networking stuff.�
�You�re scared!�
�No.�
�Then you�re shy.�
�Now you�re just being silly.�
Evangeline saw Alfonso come back their way, about to wait on another table. �Here he comes, go on� I dare you. Network.�
Lilburn relented. �Excuse me� ah, Alfonso.�
The caf� owner turned towards them. �Yes, sir, how may I help you?�
�Yeah, hi. Um. A friend of yours asked us to mention his name. Antonio said to tell you to give us your best coffee at your best price, or he was going to tell your momma. His words, not mine.�
The Italian�s smile turned sickly. Alfonso placed the tray he was holding down on the table beside Lilburn and repeated the name, this time without a smile. �Antonio.� He puffed out his chest and looked up to the ceiling. �Antonio� Antonio� ANTONIO!� A hand shot out and rested on the small table. Alfonso flexed his shoulders, each separately jerking in turn. Bringing his face down he stared at Lilburn, his other hand gesturing at eyeball level. Matt thought he was about to get a finger up his nose. Alfonso hissed at him, only inches from his face. �You mention that name� you speak to me using that name��
Lilburn didn�t move, he didn�t know what to think. Slowly he turned to Evangeline who was likewise stock still with her mouth wide open. The caf� seemed very quiet, hardly anyone inside dared to breathe. Out of the side of his mouth, he hissed, �This is exactly why I don�t do networking.�
Suddenly a huge grin brightened Alfonso�s face.
�I got you.� A hand slapped his back hard. �Any friend of Antonio is a friend of mine.�
People in the caf� resumed their conversations; some gave nervous giggles, those who were regulars laughed out loud. A couple at a far table burst into applause. �You got �em real good, Alfy.�
Lilburn breathed a sigh of relief � he had just been suckered. Evangeline leaned back against her chair and looked up to the ceiling while placing a hand on her still rapidly beating chest. �Oh my goodness, I declare my heart certainly missed a beat or two.�
�Please, for taking part in my theatrics, the coffee is on me. It will be my pleasure.�
Evangeline regained her composure. �I take it we were set up by your friend Antonio?�
�I am afraid so, bella. He is my cousin and every so often we have a bit of fun with the clientele. It breaks the monotony. I got on YouTube once.�
�Marvelous. Matt � don�t you agree?�
�I know never to do any more networking.�
The coffee followed shortly after then both Evangeline and Lilburn settled into a light lunch from the menu.
Evangeline watched as Lilburn shuffled the last remainders of eggs Florentine round his plate. �You look concerned, Matt.�
Lilburn laid down his knife and fork. �Here I am sitting in a caf�, eating a meal with a beautiful lady while two guys I worked with are lying in the morgue. Just doesn�t seem right.�
Until now, Evangeline had only heard part of what Lilburn and his team had gone through. By the time they were ready to leave, she had heard it all. She realized it was almost therapeutic for the man sitting beside her to let it all out, down to the last gory detail.
�So that�s it, that�s what went down.� Lilburn glanced at his watch. �The virus is secure. Outside of the office, there are only a handful of people who know what really happened. The economy is no worse off than when we first found out about the threat. All good, except for the matter of one fugitive Takfir operative.�
�Do you think you�ll catch him?�
�Don�t know. Don�t even know if they will assign me to bringing him in, though I expect they will. I seem to be the only one left alive to have seen him. I�ll tell you what though � it will take more than luck to get the drop on that man. I�ve seen what he�s capable of, seen the way he reacts. He�s a tough bastard. If anyone can get themselves back in one piece, he can.� Lilburn looked down at his plate and stared at the last of his uneaten food.
Evangeline watched in silence, taking in his strong features, and the pain that was written on them for all the world to see. He�s strong, but he has more than his share of demons, she thought to herself. And he�s used to fighting them. It came as no surprise when the moment came, and Matt Lilburn bounced back to his professional self. Grabbing his knife and fork, he hungrily devoured the last of his food. �I�m good to go, how about you?�

Chapter Thirty-two

�He�s disappeared off the face of the map. We�ve got ground support from police to the military scouring the immediate locality. Dogs, people on horseback, choppers. Only asset we don�t have any more is the drone, that�s been pulled.� Director Hall unfolded his arms and rose from behind his desk in his private office. The last five years as Director of Counter Terrorism at Albany had taken its toll. The photo of his wife and two daughters that eighteen months ago used to have pride of place on his desk was now hidden in one of the liquor cabinet drawers, face down. The replacement was of his two daughters. Moving to one of the two tall arched windows, he looked out over a green lawn and colorful gardens dissected by a meandering concrete path. Beyond the open space was the perimeter security fence. �This can be one shit of a career, Matt. You give your life to this organization, spill blood, sweat and tears, then one day you come to the realization that you and everyone else here� we�re just a number.� Hall turned away from the window. Walking to the nineteenth-century rosewood cabinet, he took two crystal glasses from a shelf. �You know, by rights this piece of furniture shouldn�t be here; well, half of it shouldn�t. Scotch?�
Lilburn stood up. �I�m on duty, sir.�
Hall reached for the bottle of single malt and poured two glasses. He picked up both glasses and held one out. �The funerals are in three days; take time until they�re over, if I hear of our fugitive in the meantime I�ll let you know.�
Accepting the whiskey and the leave, Lilburn raised his glass. �To the fallen.�
�To the fallen.�
Hall smacked his lips and gave a satisfied sound as the amber liquid flowed down to his belly. �Has anyone told you we know who the third man is?�
�We pulled prints from the hangar. Mossad informs us he is Akins Bomani, fifty-two, born in Egypt, linked to al-Qaeda but specifically to the Takfir. The scum�s been involved in a number of killings, bombing, mutilations, you name it. He got caught once, trying to cross the border from Afghanistan to Pakistan, but got lucky when a green on blue fuck-up occurred.�
�Can we confirm he�s the last one of the cell?�
�We believe so. The one you got was Bashir Zuabi, his friend was Yusuf al-Nasseri, both stuffed-up kids from New York. It was Bomani who took out Yusuf. Took out his own man; one of those Ripley�s moments, I guess.�
Lilburn swirled his glass. He watched as the liquid spun around and around before breathing in its aroma and swallowing the still-swirling whiskey before placing the empty glass down. �He�ll be difficult to track down, it won�t be easy.�
�He got into the country unannounced, I�m damn sure he can get out equally as well. After the funerals I�d like you to stick around � not long � just enough to get the paperwork in order. We won�t hold our breath about leads on Bomani.�
�Will do, sir. What�s happening with Dr. Crawston?�
�All taken care of, tickets booked for London the day after tomorrow.� Hall consumed the last of his whiskey following it up with a satisfied �Ahh�. �The good doctor did well, very well. I�ll admit she wasn�t my first choice. I had an expert from Plum Island who was going to be here instead, a Dr. Bradley, a top man. He didn�t have Dr. Crawston�s extensive knowledge of bioterrorism, but he was well respected in his field.�
�What made you choose Dr. Crawston?�
Hall laughed. �The poor bastard died of a heart attack just after I contacted him. I can do that to people, you know! As it turned out, appointing Dr. Crawston to the team was the best thing I�ve done in a long, long time. Let me brief you.� Hall poured himself another drink after first offering Lilburn another. Lilburn declined. �You know about Director Lopez, right?�
�Yes, Evangeline informed me.�
Hall indicated to Lilburn to resume his seat while he sat back down behind his desk. �If it hadn�t been for� Evangeline, we would have been none the wiser that one of us had been leaking information to the enemy. Christ, the implications of a traitor in our midst are unfathomable.�
�I was told she did it under duress, something about a kid.�
�I�ve known her for years, Matt, first I even heard mention of a child. Goddamn it, we just lost two of our own, some cops in New Jersey and who knows how many civilians.� Hall�s voice started to rise. �Hell, we nearly had one of the biggest terrorist strikes since the Twin Towers!� Hall slammed down his glass, spilling some of the whiskey. Hall stared at the spill; neither men spoke until the director looked over to Lilburn. �I�m getting too old for this, Matt.� Taking a tissue from one of the desk drawers, Hall wiped up the mess. �It�s a case of too much and too little, I�m afraid. Too much of that jet fuel,� pointing to the whiskey, �and too little of this.� He picked up the photo of his daughters. �You got kids, Matt? No, well, let me give you some advice. If you�re going to keep up this line of work � then don�t. Don�t have children. Better still, forget about a steady relationship; it all ends down the sewer.�
* * *
Lilburn unlocked his motel room and pushed open the door. The hour hand was coming up to five o�clock. Taking a soda out of the small refrigerator he unscrewed the top then flicked it in the direction of the kitchen sink, before sitting at the table. Removing the Sig Sauer from his belt holster, he laid it down on the Formica table top. He had to admit, he did like the P250. The old bloke from the arms room at Albany had done him a favor. Once the funerals were over he would repay Mac in kind. More than likely, a bourbon man. Maybe after the funeral services, Mac would appreciate someone sharing a drop or two � and it would take his mind off the fact that Evangeline would be on her way back to England. He looked across to the bathroom, and smiled. He had no complaints. Taking a long swig of the soda he put the bottle down and reached for the gun-cleaning kit. With the weapon �made safe� he carried on with field stripping, cleaned the barrel, wiped the gun clean then applied a new coat of oil to the metal parts. The final act was pushing the full magazine home, which he did with the palm of his hand. The sound of a magazine settling into the housing was something unique and instantly recognizable to all those who bore arms. The sound the Sig made was no exception.
Before leaving for the meeting with Director Hall, Evangeline told him she was going to visit Director Lopez, who had been removed from duty pending an investigation. Lopez was confined to her apartment within walking distance of the Albany headquarters, and Evangeline thought she might need some company. Lilburn held the weapon in his upturned palm, carefully taking off any excess oil with a clean rag. His mind wandered back to Lopez. She could be a tough bitch, no doubt about that, and he was grateful he didn�t come under her direct command. It was mighty puzzling about her having a kid. Kind of sad, he thought, not admitting to anyone you even had a child. Obviously there was at least another person involved, a captor, someone holding the boy. It couldn�t have been any of the three known terrorists; they�d been constantly on the move and accounted for. That meant if the boy was still alive, there was at least one other Takfir in the operation. Hearing a noise outside his door, Lilburn swiveled on the seat, one finger lightly on the trigger, the other hand gripping the slide ready to cock the weapon. He waited.
�Yoo-hoo, Matt, are you there?�
Lilburn opened the door, which framed Evangeline in a form-hugging short black dress with a plunging neckline, accentuated by a string of glistening white pearls. �I thought you might like to take a lonely girl out on the town tonight.�
Before he had a chance to reply, Evangeline had pushed herself into his body, slowly grinding her hips, her lips passionately smothering his as her arms locked behind his neck.
This morning Lilburn had realized there were two sides to this woman: the professional who excelled in her field of expertise and the wild lover who morphed into an alpha sexual being. He was beginning to favor the latter. His hands moved down the small of her back, gently gliding over the dress following the contour of her body, then flowing outwards over her taut buttocks. Through the light fabric he could feel her cheeks move alternately, grinding herself into him. A surprised �Oh� broke his concentration.
Lilburn opened his eyes. Standing behind Evangeline was a woman holding a carton of milk in one hand. �Sorry, se�or, se�orita.� The embarrassed woman at the open door wasn�t sure what to do. �I forgot to give you milk this morning.�
Lilburn removed his hands from Evangeline�s rear and held one out to take the milk. As he did so, he could feel Evangeline bury her face in the side of his neck stifling a series of giggles. �Thank you.�
�Buenas noches, se�or.�
The woman disappeared. Evangeline looked up at Lilburn with tears of laughter in her eyes. �Oh shite, busted.� She unlocked her hands from around his neck. Lilburn didn�t expect a hand to grab where it did next. �Want to shut the door, big fella?�
�I thought you wanted to go out?�
Evangeline smiled. �I thought I�d let you in first.�
* * *
Lilburn reached over and looked at the alarm clock on the bedside table. �Whoa, getting on for seven, you feeling peckish?�
�Hmmm. What�s for dessert?� Evangeline ran a finger down the middle of Lilburn�s chest and on past his navel. �Matthew! You�re all tuckered out.�
�You really are the living embellishment of a split personality.�
�I�m a Gemini, and I went to an all-girls school. We were quite frustrated little darlings. One must make hay while the sun shines � I really do believe that to be a most apposite expression.�
Lilburn ran a hand down her back. �I went to boarding school as well. With my brother Duncan.�
Evangeline shifted from her side and lay over Lilburn, propping herself up on her hands as she stared straight down at him. �Oh my poor boy, no girls. Were you also� frustrated?�
�You learn to live with it.�
�Keep your hand in, did you, Matthew?� Evangeline burst out in a fit of laughter then flopped back down on the bed. Lying on her back, she let out a deep sigh. �I went to see Suzanna Lopez this afternoon.�
�So how did it go?�
�She seems to control her anxiety very well I must say. I�d be utterly distraught in her situation. I can�t begin to understand the hopelessness she must feel. Now we have the virus secure at Plum Island, the terrorists have no reason to hold Robby or� to keep him alive. It�s just awful.�
�She�s one tough cookie is our Lopez. I feel sorry for the kid too. The leader of the cell, the one we know as Bomani � he�s hard-core and running loose. I hate to say it but I don�t hold much hope of her seeing her son again.�
�Is there nothing you can do?�
�The funerals for our guys are in three days. After that it looks as if I�ll be heading back east.� Lilburn skewed his head around to look at Evangeline. �So you fly back to London in two days time?�
�Yes, I dare say I�ll find it a bit chilly at Heathrow.�
The pair remained quiet for a while, deep in individual thought. It was Lilburn who breached the silence. �Director Hall told me this afternoon that one of the scientists at Plum Island died just before you got here.�
�Yes. Ian Bradley was my mentor while I was at Plum. He was a lovely man. I do wish I could have paid my respects to his family. It�s so sad � and so sudden.�
�Homeland was lucky to find you, there can�t be many people like you in the world.�
Evangeline sighed. �You�re right. There aren�t many with my particular skill set who are allies with the US�� Evangeline sat upright. �Actually, now that I come to think about it, Ian was a bit of a health freak, he was always very health conscious. I can�t believe he had a fatal heart attack, just like that. I mean, I know it does happen, even to fit and healthy people but� Oh I don�t know, maybe I�m overreacting��
�But what?�
�It never occurred to me before, but just then, thinking about Ian� I have little bits and pieces buzzing around in my head. Little things I can�t explain. I have no basis on which to suspect anything or anyone but��
�There you go again � using the but word.�
With some surprise, Lilburn realized Evangeline was debating with herself whether or not to express her thoughts out loud.
�You know, the other night on the phone, when I put Suzanna on and she spoke to you about what she had done and she talked about her son being kidnapped��
�Yeah.�
�Well, she talked about her boy, her boy Roddy. I thought it a bit odd at the time and, and well I brushed it aside, however��
�I�m listening.�
�When Suzanna was first talking to me about her son, she referred to him as Robby, not Roddy.�
�Perhaps it was just a slip of the tongue.�
�Yes, perhaps. There�s something else. When I first overheard Suzanna, she was on the phone to Bomani. But her tone of voice was like someone talking to a colleague, rather than to the man who holds your child�s life in his hands. When she discovered I had stumbled in on the conversation, I would swear her tone switched� as if she was trying to sound like the one under control.�
�Have you told anyone? Director Hall?�
�No.�
Lilburn swung his legs off the bed and bent down to his clothes which lay crumpled on the floor. Inside his trouser pocket was his cellphone. He dialed Hall�s number; no reply. �I�ll keep trying. What security did they have on Lopez?�
�I didn�t notice anything. Now that you mention it, shouldn�t they at least have a guard with her?�
�Allan Hall wasn�t born yesterday. There�ll be something in place. Having her in home detention rather than locked up makes me believe he has covert surveillance in place. I need to speak to him first before I jump to conclusions. So� what say I order in a pizza?�
He started to rise from the bed but before he could hands grabbed him around his upper arm and pulled him so he ended up on his back. In an instant he was pinned down, her weight on top of him and a pair of silky smooth thighs brushing his ears.
�I�ve had the main course. Now I want my dessert!�

Chapter Thirty-three

With his hands reaching above his head until they hit the headboard, Lilburn gave a huge stretch, pushing the sheet over the bottom of the bed with his feet. He opened his eyes with the tiniest of narrow slits and light entered between sticky eyelashes. He yawned. Pulling his arms back down to his sides, he used one hand to flop down on what he assumed would be the thigh belonging to one very high performance female. Nothing. He patted again, but only made contact with the sheet. Fully opening his eyes he was greeted by an otherwise empty bed. The clock read 7:30 am in fluorescent orange. Crackling sounds could be heard coming from the kitchen and a distinctive smell wafted in.
Evangeline stood with her back to him dressed in nothing but one of his own shirts, turning over some bacon rashers in a hot sizzling pan. She hadn�t noticed the naked Lilburn. An opportunity, he thought, too good to miss. Sneaking up behind he wrapped his arms around her waist. Evangeline jumped, genuinely startled. Her hand holding the metal tongs which had been splattered in hot fat while turning the bacon involuntarily whipped up through the air and came down to a searing halt on his thigh.
�Shit, shit, hot!�
�Oh my gosh, Matt. I�m so sorry!� Evangeline�s surprise was followed by a fit of laughter.
�Nothing more than I deserved.�
�Well, good morning, Mr. Lilburn. I see we aren�t quite up to it this morning, are we.� Evangeline snapped the tongs together like a set of crab claws. �By the way, one thing you should know.�
�Can it wait?� He had other things on his mind.
�Buenos d�as. I have remembered your milk this morning�� The same motel worker was at the door. ��Ay que hombre!�
Lilburn shot around to face the doorway. The lady was staring at Lilburn, her eyes resting just above the kitchen bench. At six foot two, Lilburn wished he was shorter.
�Aw crap!� He bent his knees.
�As I was saying� The one thing you should know? The door is open.�
�I leave the milk here, at the doorway.� With that the woman walked away. Ay ay ay � that gringo must have sex on the brain!
* * *
Director Allan Hall looked at the message on his mobile. He�d missed a call from Matt Lilburn, the evening before, who urgently wanted to contact him about Director Suzanna Lopez. It didn�t take him long to hit the intercom button and ask his secretary to organize a meeting at Lilburn�s earliest convenience.
* * *
�Take a seat, Matt. You should be enjoying your R&R, not working.�
�Thank you, sir. I was doing my best but Dr. Crawston and I have some concerns which I need to run by you. They involve Director Lopez.�
�I�m listening.�
�First we have the situation with her son. It�s difficult to fathom how the Takfir knew she had a son and we didn�t.�
�Have to agree with you there. It does seem unlikely they would know more about our own people than we do�.�
�There�s more. Director Lopez has referred to her son by two different names. She said Roddy to me and Robby to Evangeline.�
�I see where you�re heading� maybe she doesn�t even have a son?�
Lilburn felt uneasy. �It�s looking more and more likely Lopez wasn�t being blackmailed into cooperating with the enemy but colluded with them of her own free will. When Evangeline discovered Lopez in the women�s toilets on the phone, she didn�t sound to her like someone who was being forced to do something, not subservient at all. We think�� The words didn�t come easy. �We think Lopez is part of their r�gime or at least sympathetic to it.�
�Jesus wept.� The director ran his thumb and forefinger over his forehead. �This sounds very fucking conclusive that we have a traitor within our ranks. And not just any traitor � but a senior one with access to some very sensitive information. CHRIST!� Hall rose from his chair and went over to the window overlooking the grounds.
Lilburn couldn�t see Hall�s face, but he was pretty sure it would show disbelief. He was also sure that when the director turned around it would be with a look as hard as stone, having already resiled to the fact that what he had just heard may be true.
He was right.
Hall abruptly turned around and strode back to his desk. Before sitting down he took a manila folder from one of the drawers and flung it down on the desk. Without uttering a word or looking at Lilburn, he took out a pipe and a tin of tobacco from another drawer. Lilburn watched as the director loaded his pipe then struck a match. Biting down on its stem he gave a few loud sucks; the flame from the match flickered down into the bowl with every draw of breath. Once the pipe was satisfactorily alight, Hall settled into a slow methodic cool puff. Picking up the folder he opened it, settled on a particular page then swung it around to face Lilburn. �Take a look at that. It�s Lopez�s file. A third of the way down the page you�ll see she�s had involvement with the Cerros Project.�
Lilburn studied the page. �I don�t know anything about the Cerros Project, sir.�
�No, you wouldn�t. It was on a need-to-know basis, a Special Access Program. The Cerros Project was carried out in the late nineties, all very top secret. No one outside a select few were to know about that program. You�ll notice the report doesn�t mention what the Cerros Project is actually about. You won�t find any written documentation unless you have SSBI � Single Scope Background Investigation � in other words, top secret clearance. So what I�m about to tell you stays within these walls. You may know that in 1973, a year after the international treaty for the Biological Weapons Convention, our Biological Warfare Program shut down. What you won�t know is that we developed what you could basically call a foot-and-mouth bomb. A weapon that could release a viable virus into the air, similar to an air-burst HE bomb. That was the Cerros Project. The person who headed that project was Dr. Ian Bradley.�
�The same one Dr. Crawston knew at Plum Island?�
�One and the same. Now this is where what you�ve just told me about Lopez links in and gives a hell of a lot of credence to your gut feelings. In her file, the part you wouldn�t normally get to see, an assumption is made� not fact, an assumption. One of Lopez�s superiors thought she was having an affair with Bradley.�
�So now we have a possible link with Lopez and the scientist who recently died.�
�Not only the one who died, but the one with expert knowledge of the virus.� Hall held out his hand for the file, Lilburn handed it over.
�Did he really die of� what was it? A heart attack? Or maybe it wasn�t a natural death.�
�So you�ll pull Lopez in?�
Hall sat back in his chair and puffed on his pipe. The tobacco had stopped burning. He took a second match and relit the pipe. �No. No� don�t think I will. We have her on twenty-four-hour physical and electronic surveillance; whatever she does, whatever she says, is all recorded. I�ll leave that in place. No, what I intend to do is have you take the lead. For the moment I want your investigation to be separate; you do what you have to. I want hard evidence that Lopez is what you say she is. Let�s give the bitch some rope and see what she does with it.� Hall smiled. To Lilburn it was as if Hall had just drawn up a game plan in his head, one he was confident of winning.
�I�ll have to renege on that offer of R&R � instead I�d like you on this right away. Anything you want or require, contact me directly, no one else is to know. Are we clear on that?�
�Yes, sir, loud and clear.�
�A couple of things before you go. For the time being your involvement in this new operation is strictly between you and me, no one else. I realize Dr. Crawston has some involvement so if you would convey to her the secrecy required in this matter. Her flight leaves tomorrow from JFK � see my secretary for flight times.� Hall stood up and extended a hand. The meeting was over.

Chapter Thirty-four

Matt Lilburn returned to the Twenty Horse Inn driving a Jeep Wrangler, duly signed for in front of a particularly pedantic car pool manager at Homeland Security. Lilburn was left in no doubt that the officer wanted the vehicle back in perfect condition. He refrained from retaliating, preferring to smile at the pot-bellied buffoon. As soon as he handed back the clipboard with his signature emblazoned on the vehicle loan papers, Lilburn eased himself into the driver�s seat, turned on the ignition, adjusted the rear-vision mirror and held up his hand to wave. Which lasted all of about one second before he clenched all his fingers into a fist, bar his middle finger, which stuck straight up. As Lilburn planted his foot to the floor the tires spun, sending up a plume of smoke. The horrified manager watched the Jeep Wrangler doing a burn-out while being flipped the bird by its driver.
* * *
It was just after lunchtime when the Jeep edged into the parking bay outside his motel unit. The refrigerator inside the unit would be bare, so he walked down to number fifteen, looking for Evangeline. There were a few things to discuss with her about Lopez. With less than a day left before she flew back to London, he needed to make the most of her expertise. He knocked on the door.
�Why, hello, stranger.�
�Stranger be blowed.�
�Later, big boy. So how did your meeting with Director Hall go?�
�He was concerned at what we had to say, so much so I�ve been asked to investigate. Hall already has Lopez on twenty-four-hour surveillance, so it looks as if we were just confirming his suspicions.�
�It must be hard for him to accept a colleague has betrayed him.�
�Yeah. He�s worked with her for a few years. I don�t think that they were ever bosom buddies, but nevertheless��
�Would you like a cup of tea? Sometimes I need a good cuppa � it must be a heritage thing.� Evangeline rummaged in the wicker basket on top of her kitchen top. �I do have one of America�s finest tea bags.�
�Try me. Black, no sugar.�
Lilburn sat at the breakfast bar while Evangeline made tea. He wasn�t exactly salivating at the thought. He stared at his cup for a short time before taking a sip. �Interesting�� He put the cup down and pushed it to one side. �I�ll take you to JFK tomorrow.�
�Now that�s very sweet of you, but quite unnecessary. You�ll have more than enough to do with your investigation.�
�What say you come with me to visit Lopez, then tomorrow we leave a few hours early and visit Plum Island on the way to JFK? I have a couple of leads I need to look into and I�d appreciate your input.�
�That sounds just perfect as long as��
�Yeah?�
�As long as you keep this evening free��
* * *
�That�s the building.�
Lilburn looked through the driver�s side window and across the road to a tall block of apartments. Less than one half mile south was Homeland. �So you reckon those bunch of flowers will do the trick?�
�Think like a woman for a change � you could achieve wonders!�
Lilburn waited for Evangeline before crossing the road together. He glanced around the other buildings in the vicinity, wondering which harbored the surveillance teams. Having been on more stakeouts than he liked to remember, he was more than happy to be the one being watched. �Smile for the cameras, sweetheart, they�ll be clicking their little shutters off right now.�
Evangeline led the way. Inside a lift took them up two levels to a well-lit hallway.
�You locked and loaded?� asked Lilburn.
Evangeline took in a deep breath and knocked.
Door peep-holes had always intrigued Lilburn. You never knew when the person behind the door was looking through. Do you smile? For how long? Do you look away, perhaps move to the side so you can�t be seen or stare straight at it? Thankfully the sound of a chain could be heard then shortly after the door opened. Evangeline held the flowers in front of her and greeted Lopez.
�Hello, Suzanna. Matt and I thought you might like these.�
�They�re beautiful.� Suzanna kissed her on the cheek. �Thank you, Special Agent Lilburn, thank you so much. Come in.� Lopez shut the door once they had entered the apartment. �I love the quaint pink color and� You know what? I don�t have the faintest idea what they are. Matt, do you know?�
Informality from a congenial Lopez wasn�t what Lilburn had anticipated. Neither was the question. Evangeline came to the rescue. �They�re peonies. Did you know the peony is the traditional floral symbol of China, and known as the emperor of flowers?�
�Really! You�re quite something aren�t you? Is there anything you don�t know?�
Before Evangeline had a chance to react to the hidden barb, Lopez had bustled ahead into the kitchen. �Let me put these in water.�
Evangeline acted as if she hadn�t heard. �Cut the bottom of the stems off, just a little. It will help them take up the nutrients in the water.�
Good girl, thought Lilburn. He wasn�t here to interrogate, he was here to watch the game. The game where subtle nuances of speech and body language could be as productive as sitting in a confessional; while it might not be admissible in court, it could provide an understanding, a lead.
�How are you holding up?� asked Lilburn.
Lopez placed the vase of flowers on the dining room table, centering the arrangement. �Call me Suzanna, Matt. We all know my career is over. No point in being formal anymore now is there.� She gave an awkward smile then looked to the table top. Lilburn could see her biting her lip. �Please sit down. Coffee?�
Placing two cups of freshly made espresso on the table in front of her guests, Lopez reached for a packet of cigarettes and her coffee. Opening the sliding door off the dining area she stepped out onto a small balcony with a wrought iron balustrade. Apart from a small round wooden outdoor table, upon which she placed her coffee cup, the space was empty. She lit a cigarette and stared out over the surrounding buildings. �You know, one of the reasons I rented this place was because I could see Homeland from here. I would watch people on the street below going about their day, totally oblivious to what went on in those buildings.� She drew in hard on the cigarette and held the smoke before releasing it in a heavy exhale. She turned to her guests sitting at the table just inside the door. �I�d like to see that photo of us.�
�Photo?� replied Lilburn. He instinctively knew what was coming.
�Look over my left shoulder, the building opposite, slightly larger than this one. Top floor, window with the curtain partly closed; surveillance.� She shrugged. �It was to be expected and I expect to be severely punished.�
�We�re not here to judge you, Suzanna,� said Evangeline. �We understand they have your child.�
Lilburn saw his chance. �Have you heard anything more about Roddy?�
�No, I haven�t. I pray Robby is still alive. I pray for him.� Tears welled up in her eyes. �Sorry, sorry.� Suzanna stubbed out the cigarette in an ashtray, picked up her coffee and shut the sliding door behind her.
Lilburn felt no sympathy; she was responsible for the murder of a number of people. The son was just another lie. �Suzanna, we understand� but I thought your son was Roddy?�
�No, no. It�s Robby. Roddy is my brother.�
Mistakenly calling the child by her brother�s name could have been just that; a mistake. Lilburn assumed the apartment was bugged and right now someone was looking up her brother�s name. He also assumed it would be Roddy. Lopez was smart, she knew there was visual surveillance on her and she would expect electronic measures in place as well.
�Matt, I asked you once before.� Stubbing out her cigarette, Lopez pushed her hands forward over the table and placed them on top of Lilburn�s. �Please help me get my son back alive.�
Lilburn fought the urge to pull back his hands. �Of course, but you need to help me. I have nothing to go on. I need to know everything, how you were approached, interactions you had with the cell. Your son�s adoptive parents� names. Everything.�
�Thank you so much, Matt. Thank you so very much.�
For the next half hour Lopez volunteered information. Lilburn wrote down what she said, privately awed at the detail to which Lopez went. He was also aware he was sitting in front of a mistress of deceit. Her body language gave away nothing. The adoption was unofficial � of course � and there were no official records. Lopez had answered an advertisement on the Net for discreet private adoptions. Discretion and anonymity assured, the advertisement had supposedly read. Just what an upwardly mobile single professional woman required. To Lilburn this begged the question. �So how did the Takfir know you had a son?�
Her answer elegantly simple. And impossible to disprove. �I don�t know.�
Lilburn tapped his pen on the pad. What could he say, what would be the catalyst to catch Lopez out? The pen stopped tapping. �So what do you know about the death of Ian Bradley?�
Lopez was just about to sip of her second coffee when she heard the name. There was the slightest, almost unnoticeable, hesitation before the cup reached her lips.
�I don�t know an Ian Bradley. Who is� or was he?�
�Have you ever been to Plum Island?�
�Briefly, quite a while ago now, eight, nine, ten years. I can�t recall exactly. It will be on my record, I went there with the Secret Service. A group of us were given a tour of the site.�
�That was about the time I worked there,� said Evangeline. �We might have seen each other.�
�It can be a small world,� replied Lopez. �And this man, Ian��
�Bradley.�
�Ian Bradley, who is he?� Lilburn could see the measure of control it took for Lopez to mention his name.
�Until recently he worked as a doctor in the Animal Disease Center.�
Lopez sat back in her chair. She grabbed her cigarette packet and shook one out then toyed with it in her fingers. They were trembling, ever so slightly.
�Is there something you�d like to tell me?� Lilburn saw an opening, a crack in her armor. He pushed on. �Any time now someone will be coming through that door and they�ll start with �Anything you say may be taken down and used�� Tell me. If you know anything about the death of Ian Bradley� tell me.�
Lopez stood up, grabbed a lighter and lit her cigarette. She stood there and faced the door, her back to Lilburn. Turning around she looked to Lilburn, who also rose to his feet. �They think I�m making this up, don�t they?� She took a forceful drag on the cigarette. �They don�t believe me.� She started getting agitated, looking wildly around. She saw Evangeline looking up at her. �You don�t believe me either!� Her voice grew louder. �I�m telling the truth� I�m telling the fucking truth! YOU HEAR THAT, ALLAN HALL?� Furious, Lopez shouted at the walls, the ceiling � she didn�t know where the listening devices were but knew they could hear every word. �YOU CAN ALL GO TO FUCKING HELL� You can all go� to� fucking�� Lopez slumped into her chair and buried her head in her hands and started to sob.
Evangeline moved around the table and placed an arm over Lopez�s shoulders.
�Don�t touch me! I don�t want your fucking sanctimonious sympathy! Yes, I told the cell where to go, how to avoid getting caught. So put me before the firing squad.� She laughed bitterly, then took another drag. �Get the fuck out of my place. Go!�
Evangeline jumped back, as if she�d been scalded. Lilburn held out his hand. �Let�s go.� The two walked to the door, then Evangeline turned � her voice soft.
�I�m sorry, Suzanna. I�m sorry it�s come to this.�
Lilburn opened the door to the hallway and guided Evangeline through. Looking back towards the balcony he saw a broken woman. He also saw a traitor.
* * *
The Jeep Wrangler made its way back to the motel, its occupants bereft of conversation until it came to a halt outside Lilburn�s unit.
�Do you still believe she�s lying?�
Lilburn sighed. Retaining his grasp on the steering wheel, he looked straight ahead. �You know, I knew a schoolteacher once, knew a thing or two. She said there were always two sides to the story. You hear one kid say, �Yeah, Billy hit me three times, Miss�, then you hear Billy�s story, the complete opposite. Do I believe Lopez� let�s just say I�ll need a whole lot more convincing before I do. When I asked her about Ian Bradley, she hit the roof � and pretty much told me she was lying. Now I want to find out why. If she had our boys killed then I�ll meet her head on.�
They both stepped out of the vehicle. �It�s your last night here, so what do you want to do, Doc?�
Placing a hand lightly on his chest, Evangeline looked up at him. �Give me some time to lie down. I�ll come over in about an hour or so.�
Lilburn watched her elegant back as she walked to her unit. He would miss her.
* * *
In his unit, with time to kill, Lilburn eased himself into a lounge chair, which had clearly been designed for practicality rather than comfort. His thoughts wandered back over the last few hectic days. The funerals were coming up shortly, he would need to hire a suit. Tomorrow would be spent traveling down to Plum Island and on to the JFK airport. Evangeline�s flight had been confirmed for 1900 hours � which meant an early start if he intended to get to Plum. And Bomani was still out there. Somewhere. Bomani wouldn�t contact Lopez directly, or vice versa, he was sure of that. The Egyption was too cunning. Lilburn took his mobile phone and dialed Director Hall.
The events of the afternoon were conveyed, together with notice of his intended visit to Plum Island. Hall thanked him for the update and then excused himself, as something had come up.
Lilburn placed his feet on the coffee table and did his best to make himself comfortable. He glanced at his watch; it was still a while before he could expect Evangeline to knock on his door. As his eyelids gradually closed and he started to drift off into a relaxed snooze the phone rang. Brought back from the brink of sleeping he yawned as he left the chair, approached the kitchen area and lifted the handset bringing an end to the persistent ring tone. �Yes.�
�Allan Hall.�
�Sir.�
�I think it would be remiss if we didn�t show Dr. Crawston some form of appreciation for her efforts. With all that�s been happening I never got around to thinking about it before. So, it�s a bit late in the piece, but why don�t you go out on the town tonight, show the doctor a little fun and we�ll pick up the expense.�
�Not a bad idea, sir, thank you very much.�
�You�re welcome, you�re welcome. What time are you driving down to Hymietown, Matt? Wish I could have you choppered down, but we don�t have any birds available. I presume it�s tomorrow you go to New York?�
�Early tomorrow, sir.�
�Tell you what, Matt. I happen to know one of our guys is going that way. You take Evangeline out tonight and I�ll have you both picked up tomorrow at 0730 hours.�
�Very kind of you, sir, but��
�That�s an order, son� be ready to leave at 0730.�
* * *
It was a good two hours later when Lilburn heard the light knock on the door. Once inside Evangeline gave a big stretch reaching towards the ceiling before letting her arms fall around his neck.
�I needed that little rest,� said Evangeline. �Just what the doctor ordered.�
Lilburn pulled her in towards him. �Well, then, lucky you did. Allan Hall phoned a while ago, gave me the all-clear to spend a bit of the firm�s money on you, sort of a going-away present.�
�Pray, go on, young man� I like what I�m hearing.�
�Well, the old man must have been in a good mood, because he�s also having someone drive us down to Plum, well at least as far as Greenport.�
�Oh, I was hoping we might have had that time alone.�
�Hall insisted, so be prepared to leave at seven thirty in the morning.�
�We should be very grateful to Allan Hall, he is such a sweetheart.�
�I wouldn�t quite go that far, but hey, if that�s what spins your wheels. Director Hall didn�t get to where he is by being nice. He�s one tough hombre.�
�So, Matthew Lilburn, where are you taking me tonight?� said Evangeline, before she nibbled on his neck.
�Let�s see. How about the Palace Theatre? With a bit of luck the Albany Symphony Orchestra will be playing.�
�That sounds divine, but let me think on that� I�ll have to see if you�re up to it.�
Lilburn looked surprised, as if his cultural awareness was in dispute. However, that wasn�t what she was talking about.
The symphony orchestra did play that night.

Chapter Thirty-five

Right on seven thirty the next morning a black sedan pulled up outside unit twelve behind the Jeep Wrangler. Lilburn heard the motor switch off and the sound of a door closing. He peered out through the window. The face of the man pushing shut the car door was familiar. Mac. The trip down south might not be so bad after all.
�Mac, I didn�t know you doubled as a chauffeur?� Lilburn extended his hand while standing inside the open doorway.
The greeting was reciprocated with a firm handshake. �I don�t make a habit of it. It�s the firm�s way of putting me out to pasture. I hear you�ve been stirring things up a bit, putting that nine millimeter to work.�
Lilburn smiled. �I�ve still got her. It wasn�t exactly mission accomplished, but hey.�
�Yeah, shit happens, son. Tell me, I�m told we�ve got a lady to take down to Plum, drop her off at JFK then hightail it home. Going to be a long day.�
�Dr. Evangeline Crawston. Have you met her yet?�
�Nope, can�t say I have. Heard a lot about her though. Pretty as a palomino horse with brains to boot. Not my words � the wife would have kittens if she heard me talk like that! Naw, the boys been talking, word�s got around. She ready to roll?�
�Why don�t you ask her yourself?�
Mac McKenzie paused. He continued to look directly at Lilburn. He lowered the volume of his voice. �She�s right behind me, ain�t she?� A wink from Lilburn confirmed it. Lilburn watched Mac�s tongue push out one side of his cheek. With an embarrassed clearing of his throat, Mac turned around. �Pardon a silly old man, my dear.� He extended his hand. Evangeline placed her own small one in his gigantic paw, with a gracious smile.
�A horse?�
�Palomino,� Mac spluttered out. �They�re real pretty� horses.�
�Then I am indeed honored to be compared to one! Hello, I�m Evangeline Crawston � and most pleased to make your acquaintance.�
�Likewise, ma�am. Well�� Mac rubbed his hands together. �Speaking of horses� shall we saddle up and ride on out of here?�
* * *
At 7:45 the sedan eased out of the Twenty Horses Inn with its three occupants, Lilburn in the front passenger seat.
�Weather forecast says it should remain fine.� Mac looked up at the high cirrus clouds. �We�ll be passing through Springfield, Massachusetts in about an hour and a half. You ever been to Hoop City, young lady?�
Evangeline could see Mac�s eyes look briefly in the rear-vision mirror at her. �I don�t believe I�ve had the pleasure. I shall look forward to it� immensely,� Evangeline said politely.
�I can tell you ain�t got a clue. You tell her, Matt.�
�No, no, please be my guest.�
�That�s right� you�re from the east� you probably don�t know either!�
Mac glanced to Lilburn. �Soon as they told me I had to babysit a couple down south aways, I wasn�t exactly doing handflips. Then when they said who it was I decided a day out of the armory wasn�t such a bad idea.� Mac looked back to the mirror. �Hoop City, that�s my home town, Springfield, Massachusetts. Ways back, even before my impromptu conception took place, this Canadian, James Naismith, invented the world�s best sport, bar none. That, my dear, is the sport of basketball, once called the ritual of expression. Yeah, I seen some great players in my time.�
�I do like to see a man who has an interest,� said Evangeline.
Mac laughed. �The wife and I might settle down in Springfield. Tell you what, Matt, there�s a real nice armory there, the Springfield Armory National Park, the goddamn largest collection of antique firearms in the world! Darn shame we have to keep to a schedule.�
As the black sedan had pulled out of the motel heading interstate, it was being watched by two men sitting in a pale-blue car across the road. The driver turned on the ignition and followed at a discreet distance. The passenger, holding on to a mobile phone, chewed his gum slowly and methodically, both men expressionless.
The first hour passed by with relative speed and comfort, the driving easy along well-formed roads with moderate traffic. The cloud layer dispersed the closer they came to Springfield, much to the delight of Mac who seemed to take pleasure in conveying to his passengers that the predicted forecast was going to plan. Evangeline, when not engaged in conversation with Mac, kept herself amused by watching the countryside whizz by. Lilburn was thinking about the information he required and the questions he needed to ask at Plum. The thought of the funerals the next day kept him focused � and the fact that later on that day, Evangeline would be on her way home to London, and out of his life.
As the unobtrusive pursuit vehicle kept pace, the male passenger looked at the time displayed on the cellphone. He pointed it out to the driver, who nodded. Activating a code on the phone, two keypad buttons were then pressed in quick succession.
�Whoa there, old girl!� Mac looked at the dashboard instruments.
Lilburn, his concentration broken, looked up. �Problem?�
�Hope not. I thought I felt the engine give a bit of a hiccup, seemed like she was going to stop on me.�
Fifteen seconds passed then the same two keypad buttons were depressed once more from the pursuit car.
�Yep, there she goes again and I saw the engine light come on. Seems we lost power temporarily. As soon as we spot a place to pull off the road, I�ll take a look under the hood.�
Mac drove on, keeping a lookout for a safe spot to pull over. It came just under a mile later. Slowing down he turned the car into a graveled rest area located near a bend with a small, slow-flowing stream below. A picnic table sat underneath a high tin roof supported by timber poles. As Mac edged the car up to the table the motor stopped of its own accord and the vehicle came to an abrupt halt.
�Hell,� Mac said, as he placed the transmission in park and turned the key. �Nothing. Folks, I�m afraid to say the obvious, but we�ve come to a grinding halt. No power, nothing, not even a light showing on the dash.�
Lilburn turned around to Evangeline. �Good time to stretch our legs.�
Evangeline wandered over to the picnic table while Mac popped the hood, opened it up and peered into the engine bay. Lilburn stood beside Mac and watched as the older man poked and prodded a few wires. �Fuck, I wish I had my glasses! Matt, you see anything out of place?�
Lilburn copied Mac and placed both hands on the edge of the vehicle and perused over the hot motor. �Did you run out of gas?�
�No, I did not!� Mac was indignant, half expecting the wisecrack. �I filled up this morning. Besides, the electrical system seems to have shut down.�
�Hmm.� Lilburn pulled on a couple of wires.
�What do you think it is?�
�I think it�s not working.�
�Good, son� I see you know as much about cars as I do.�
The two men heard the crunching of gravel of an approaching vehicle. The light-blue car pulled up alongside them and came to a halt, the engine still running. The passenger�s window lowered. A man with a thick black mustache, tanned leathery skin and two slits for eyes spat out a wad of gum onto the gravel.
�Car trouble?�
Mac straightened himself. �Just a little. You know anything about engines?�
�Your lucky day. I fix things that go bad.� He placed a fresh wad of gum into his mouth and started chewing.
Lilburn watched the two strangers. Still leaning over the engine of the car he could see the two men. Both seemed cut from the same cloth, rough and tough. The driver, wearing a blue and white baseball cap, back to front, looked into his rear-vision mirror then out his side window � he seemed to be scanning the area � then opened his door. Lilburn saw an object in his hand. Shit!
�Mac! Look out!� He reached for his holstered weapon and had only managed to grab the grip as the man with the mustache thrust a machine gun out his window and sent a torrent of hot lead flying, which was then joined by automatic fire from the driver. McKenzie stood no chance as bullets ripped into his body, pulverizing flesh and bone. The impact sent him careering back into Lilburn, knocking him to the ground. The gunfire was incessant � bullets spraying through the air, hitting the sedan, the ground and Mac�s limp body, which jerked and spasmed.
Behind his human shield, Lilburn had been spared. Clawing, scraping, pulling, he maneuvered himself behind the car, away from the line of fire. He cocked the Sig 9 mm and thrust it forward under the vehicle�s chassis. The shoes and lower legs of the nearest attacker could be partially seen. Partial was good enough. The man dropped to the ground howling in pain, his machine gun clattering as it fell to the gravel. Lilburn could see the man�s eyes screwed up in agony, his lips pulled away from clenched teeth. Three 9 mm bullets from Lilburn shattered teeth and pulverized an eye. The back of the man�s head disappeared.
Evangeline screamed. She had been sitting at the picnic table with her eyes closed, her head back and drawing in the scent of the nearby water and forest. The initial gunfire startled her � she turned to see Mac�s horrifying death. Her brain didn�t even register Lilburn evading the hail of fire. Mac lay in a grotesque unnatural position. Bile rose and her internal organs heaved, and she bent over to vomit. Bullets cracked around her, splintering wood. Something locked onto her upper arm, dragging her to her feet.
�Move, move!�
Lilburn had hold of her with one hand, the other held the Sig and sent off a barrage of bullets in the direction of the cars. He had been counting his shots; ten fired, seven left. One enemy down, one covering behind the attacker�s car. Lilburn moved fast, pushing Evangeline ahead of him down a steep scrubby bank to the stream. Just as he was about to join her, a second vehicle came hurtling into the rest area. Gravel sprayed wildly as a grey SUV came to a halt, two further men entering the fray and peppering the ground beside Lilburn with bullets. This was no time to stand and fight. Lilburn jumped down the bank after Evangeline. He tripped and fell rolling over and over coming to rest in the stream. This time Evangeline helped him to his feet.
�Run for the trees!� Bullets sprayed the water around them sending up little fountains as the gunmen advanced. They left the knee-deep water behind, scrambling up an easy incline to where the tall trees crowded together. Lilburn shot wildly behind and upwards, providing life-saving covering fire. �Run, run, run!� The trees seemed to come at them from all directions, branches like stubborn bristles trying to trip them. Matt and Evangeline were forced to duck, weave, and jump. The gunfire from the bank across the river was intense, the barrage of lead blending into one god-almighty relentless noise. But while the odd bullet came uncomfortably close, none hit its intended mark.
�Keep going, don�t stop until I tell you.� Lilburn�s instructions were labored due to his heavy breathing, taking gulps of air into his lungs. Evangeline fell, tripping over a decaying branch. Lilburn pulled her to her feet, barely losing pace. The gunfire had stopped, the men seeing the futility of expending more ammunition. �OK, slow down. That�s it, breathe in deeply, through your nose and out through your mouth. Good girl. Keep walking in the same direction, don�t stop yet.� Evangeline in the lead, they made straight into the heart of the woodland, directly away from the killers. Lilburn acted as tail-end-charlie, watching, listening for any sign of their being followed. Luck appeared to be on their side. A few minutes into the thick cover he whispered, �Rest here.�
�My God, they killed Mac!� Evangeline�s chest heaved sucking in air.
Lilburn put a single finger up to his mouth. �Whisper.� He pulled out his cellphone. There was no time to let emotion take over, not now. �Lopez must have gotten word to someone.� His eyes darted from one object to the next. �Hopefully surveillance has it recorded. Christ knows why I wasn�t told. I need to phone Hall, let him know.� He looked down at the cell. The screen was black. He pressed the On button, just in case. �Shit!�
�Matt?�
�My phone�s screwed. It must have got dunked in the water. Have you got yours?�
�No, it�s in my handbag in the car.�
�Let�s move on. I noticed what looked like a quarry on our right just before we pulled up. Maybe five hundred yards. We�ll keep to this cover � so stick close to me. When I stop, you stop. OK?�
Evangeline nodded. Lilburn moved off at brisk walk, conserving energy, with Evangeline behind. With the gunfire over, the birds resumed their chatter, life and death an everyday event. Sunlight filtered down through the maples, oaks, white pine and hickory. Every so often, where the canopy above thinned, a small patch of the forest floor was bathed in light. The scent � earthy and totally devoid of human habitation � lingered. The environment was totally foreign to Evangeline, but not Lilburn. Every twenty or so yards, he stopped and listened, then it was every fifty yards. Lilburn stopped as he came across a stream. Most likely the same stream we scrambled across before. In the shadows he crouched down, waited and watched, then they crossed the cool, slow-moving water to regain the forest on the other side. Ahead he saw empty space where the tree line stopped; the quarry was nearby, a large open blot on the landscape, composed of raw earth and rocks.
Directing Evangeline to wait he pushed on alone to reconnoiter the area. Twenty yards away in the open was a deposit of large rocks too big for a quarry crusher, discarded in a heap. He ran towards the pile and took cover behind it. Edging his way around it at a crouch he could see the lay of the land. Between the quarry and the main road ran a thin strip of intermittent forest, a partial screen from the road. The quarry was shallow. Well-used heavy-vehicle tracks led across the dusty, rocky-looking surface. Piles of various grades of gravel were stacked high, like upside-down ice-cream cones. Not far from these stacks he could see the main crusher, a relatively small piece of plant, most likely operated by one or two men. Off to the left of the crusher an old wooden shack showed its age with a rusting iron roof. Outside an old yellow front-end loader and two dirty white pick-ups were parked, their panels having been beaten back into shape on more than one occasion. Access to the quarry was by way of a gravel track, which Lilburn assumed linked to a further minor road.
Lilburn waved Evangeline across to him.
�You see that small building? I�m guessing we�ll find some help there. Are you ready to follow?�
�Yes.�
* * *
The two siblings, known locally as The Rock Chuckers, had stopped work for a lunch break. Fuz Cooney sat playing Solitaire, sitting down next to an upturned wooden box which doubled as the lunch table. He played with a ragged grimy pack of playing cards handed down from when his father used to work the family business. The denominations had almost worn off � and had been crudely drawn over with a biro. His brother Chugga, just shy of two years his senior, was the first of the two to work the quarry, as a sixteen year old. That was twenty years ago. Chugga was leaning over an old wooden door, which in turn lay on two empty 44-gallon drums; the innovative office desk added a touch of character.
�Hey, Fuz. We up to Miz June yet?�
�Dunno, but I like Miz June a whole lot bett�r�n Miz July. Jes keep Miz June. She got betta tits.�
Chugga flipped over the page of the calendar and gave the picture a thorough examination with an expert eye. After what he thought was the right amount of time for a true connoisseur to appreciate the art form, he acknowledged his brother was correct. �Yep.�
�Tarnation!� Fuz threw down the cards in his hand in disgust.
�Lose agin?�
Fuz grabbed a twirl in his long unruly red beard he saved just for these occasions and twiddled it between his thumb and forefinger. His brother was working out the months left in the year on his fingers as a stranger appeared outside the open door. �July, August, September, Oct� Holy shit, mister, ya scared the livin� daylights outta me!�
�Sorry, boys.� Lilburn reached into his rear pocket and pulled out a Homeland Security ID. �Would you mind if I made a phone call?� He stepped up into the shack. Fuz pushed back the chair he was sitting in, the sound rattling over the undulating floor boards, then moved across next to his brother. Lilburn couldn�t help but notice the immense size of the two men. At six foot two he felt dwarfed by what could only be described as a pair of mountain men, dressed in tatty dungarees without shirts. They looked like a pair of professional tag-wrestlers.
�You a tax man?� asked Fuz suspiciously. His huge hands formed into fists as he spoke.
�Hell no! My name�s Matt Lilburn, I�m an agent with Homeland Security.� The brothers� faces remained suspicious. Lilburn thought this might be a good time to introduce Evangeline. �Doctor, would you mind coming to the doorway?�
Lilburn took a step sideways, making sure he didn�t move too fast. Evangeline appeared by his side. The brothers visibly mellowed when they saw her obvious distress.
�Darn, Chugga, it�s Miz October!�
Chugga gave his brother a swift clout to the stomach. �Excuse my brother, ma�am, we don�t often sees a lady here.� Chugga moved to the doorway and held out a hand to Lilburn in greeting. Lilburn gripped hard in self-defense, to avoid having his own hand crushed, and was half-pulled into the shack by the huge man. Chugga brushed past him and extended a hand, palm up, to Evangeline to help her up the step. Fuz, taking the lead from his brother, also greeted Lilburn with a bone-rattling handshake and a quick �Hi there, ma�am� to Evangeline.
�My name�s Chugga, this is Fuz, he two years younger�n me. I guess you ain�t here to buy rock.�
�That�s right, Chugga, but I wouldn�t mind using your phone.�
The younger brother rubbed the three-day stubble on his chin. �We don�t rightly have no phone� well, we does but we don�t, if ya get ma drift.�
�Hell, Chugga, you talkin� riddles agin. These strangers dun know what yer on about. What ma brother means, mister, is the phone ain�t workin� but the fax is. See yonder.� He pointed over to the office desk.
On top of it were two blue plastic milk crates, cut in half; scotch-taped to each was a rectangular piece of paper with the words In Trey and Out Trey. A dust-covered array of invoices, paper and a once white-colored fax machine completed the picture.
�I would really appreciate it if I could sent an urgent fax.�
�No problem. Paper an� a pen right there,� said Fuz. �Ma�am, would you like somethin� to drink?�
�That would be marvelous,� replied Evangeline.
The puzzlement on Fuz�s face was obvious. He fiddled with the twirl in his bead. His mind could almost be heard ticking over. �Say, what? You not from around here, are ya?�
�No.� In most other circumstances, Evangeline would have been delighted to have entered into a relaxed conversation with this polite giant of a man, but now wasn�t the time. Besides, she was exhausted.
Fuz went to a sink and poured a glass of water from the tap and offered it to his guest. Evangeline gulped down the water, despite the dubious-looking glass.
Lilburn started writing a note addressing it attention to Director Allan Hall but stopped partway through. �Do you boys have a phone book?� The brothers shook their heads. �Don�t suppose you have a computer?� Unsurprisingly the answer was the same. Lilburn didn�t have a fax number. Placing both his hands on the desk he lowered his head and closed his eyes deep in concentration. Then he remembered.
In his wallet was a business card he had been given by Inspector Lance Gibbons, not long after landing at One Police Plaza in New York. Pulling his wallet out, he found the card with the man�s contact numbers. Taking a fresh piece of paper, he wrote a new note, addressed to Gibbons, explaining the situation, including agent down, and asked him to urgently pass the information to Hall directly. Getting the address of the quarry from the brothers, he added it in the note and asked for immediate pick up. The completed note was then placed in the fax and the Send button pressed.
�You got your sel�s lost?� Fuz handed Lilburn a glass of water.
�Thanks. Yeah, we ran into trouble just up the road a bit.� Lilburn decided to explain what had happened. The news someone was murdered just up the road would travel around the local community like wildfire. �Me and another agent were taking this lady to JFK where she has a plane to catch back to London.�
�You English, right? I figured you weren�t from around here. I wuz right, wasn�t I, Chugga?�
�You a real bright spark, Fuz, now shuddup and let the man talk. Sorry �bout my brother. Aw heck, where�s our manners? Ma�am, you sit yourself down over here in this chair.� Chugga brushed off the seat of a wooden chair and placed it next to Evangeline, who accepted the offer graciously. �Trouble, you say, mister? Shootin� kind of trouble?�
Lilburn moved to the doorway and leaned against the frame looking out towards the main road partially visible in the distance. He nodded. �Two cars turned up as we were sorting out some vehicle trouble. They opened fire and killed our driver.� Lilburn drained the last of the water from the glass and moved towards the sink. �So we escaped and made our way here.�
�Hell, ya hear that, Chugga � a man wuz killed just over yonder! An official agent! Oh, there�ll be some trouble coz of that!�
�I hear ya, Fuz. Ain�t no one been killed in here in a while.�
�Least ways no bodies been dumped here lately. Not like in Daddy�s day � I cain�t wait till the old man hears about this!�
The brothers were totally enthralled by the notion, but also disturbingly unfazed, and Lilburn realized they were crushing rocks for a very good reason. It was about all they could do. Eventually one of the huge men suggested they better get back to feeding the crusher, and Lilburn asked if he and Evangeline could rest in the shack until help arrived. The brothers were only too happy to accommodate their visitors and left to return to work. Lilburn watched as the men headed off, still chattering excitedly about the killing and speculating on whether anyone had found the body yet.
Evangeline hadn�t moved from the chair. �I can�t believe Suzanna would do this to us. I can�t even comprehend any grounds for the Takfir to kill us now � it�s more like an act of revenge, while their deploying the virus into America was an act of war. We�re way too trivial to be of any significance.�
�I agree. Did you see the gunmen? They weren�t typical Takfir operatives. The two I saw were both Caucasian, more like paid thugs.� He moved across the room and sat in the chair by the upturned wooden box with the deck of cards on top. Picking up the cards he turned the deck over. On the back of each card was a photo of scantily clad woman � twenty years ago the pictures would have been considered erotic � now they just looked well fed and enthusiastic. �Somehow I doubt you�ll be making JFK today.� He knew Evangeline was right � there was no logical reason for Mac�s death. It irked him. He let the cards fall to the box and looked at his watch. Just after midday. He would wait another twenty minutes.
The fax machine spat out a single page to the floor.
Attention: Matt Lilburn
Matt, I have tried to inform Director Hall of your predicament but he left his office early this morning. Your people will make contact with him and advise situation. In meantime, helicopter and support expected to be dispatched to you ASAP. If I can be of assistance please inform.
Lance Gibbons.

�We should be getting picked up soon.�
Evangeline nodded, looking exhausted. The front-end loader started up outside. Lilburn watched through a window as the large machine drove towards the crusher plant. One of the brothers was driving; the other cadged a lift in the bucket. �They�re a couple of characters � quite sweet really.� Evangeline rested her head on his shoulder. �Do you think someone would have seen poor Mac by now?� She hung onto his arm, gripping him as she would a security blanket.
�My guess is those bastards would have cleaned the area and driven the car over the bank. I think Mac� Well, let�s just wait and see.�
�Is that what you would have done?�
�It�s a crappy game we�re in; Allan Hall pointed that out. To fight the enemy, sometimes you�ve got to think like them.�
Eventually the cramped hut began to feel oppressive, and they moved outside. Lilburn looked out towards the main road about a half mile away � every so often a vehicle could be seen passing before disappearing behind the trees.
When the crusher started up, it sounded like a tank driving over loose gravel, a mixture of clunking, belts squeaking and rocks pulverizing. The cabless front-end loader with its large rubber wheels and a full bucket of rocks pushed up a ramp made of gravel, black smoke billowing from its exhaust in belching puffs with each depression of the accelerator. At the top of the ramp it raised and tilted the bucket filling the crusher with raw material. Rocks tumbled down, hitting the metal sides of the hopper before being crushed and sorted. Two large conveyor belts spat the gravel out into two separate piles. Very big piles.
�I think those two have been doing this work for some time now,� Lilburn observed.
Evangeline nudged him. �Matt, over there.�
Lilburn looked down and followed her gaze. Two dark cars slowly edged forward on the entrance track to the quarry from a road somewhere out of sight behind the building. The cars stopped one behind the other, a stone�s throw away. Lilburn could see the front passenger windows were lowered. He didn�t recognize the passenger in the front vehicle but he recognized the driver of the one behind. The man wore a blue and white baseball cap, back to front.
�Don�t move a muscle.� Lilburn�s mind worked like a chessmaster � fast and calculating. Retreat into the shack was out of the question, they would be boxed in. The tree line was too far to reach over open ground. A tall gravel pile was thirty feet away, achievable but only by passing close to the assailants. That left only one option.
The passenger in the front car was the first to spot them. He swiftly shoved a handgun out his window and pulled the trigger. At the first sign of movement Lilburn spun Evangeline around, grabbed her hand and ran. The bullet raised dust as it furrowed a path in the hard gravel pad. A few paces more and Lilburn hauled Evangeline out of view beside the shack.
Scurrying from immediate view was just the first stage. Lilburn could hear the cars spinning their wheels on gravel; they would be gunning it to the shack. A graveyard with an old rusting bulldozer and the skeleton of a flat-bed truck along with years of metal waste lay twenty yards away, potential cover. �This way.� The pair dashed for the scrap metal, barely making safety as bullets pinged into steel. This time Evangeline didn�t need to be pushed to the ground. Behind the hulk of the dozer, Lilburn sat with his back to the heavy push-frame attached to an immense blade. The Sig 9 mm rested comfortably in the palm of his hand.
The cars had come to a skidding halt outside the shack and three men leapt out. One rushed inside, his handgun covering out. The other two stood their ground by the side of the shack, legs bent and braced sending off a crescendo of automatic fire into their hiding place.
Lilburn flattened himself on his stomach behind the iron barrier and squirmed to find somewhere to return fire. The advantage was with the gunmen and he was acutely aware that one or more of them could outflank his position and cut them down. Where one of the tracks met the ground, a narrow line of sight presented itself. The Sig let loose two rounds in quick succession, which caused the gunmen to think twice and seek cover.
Lilburn looked to his rear for a possible escape route. The tree line was at least fifty yards away; even if he could provide covering fire for Evangeline, he doubted their chances. A lull in the incoming fire presented another opportunity. He rose up to a kneeling position. One man was running off to the right in the outflanking maneuver. The Sig followed his path, then pushed ahead of the man. Lilburn let the hammer fall. The man took the bullet in his chest, falling face first into the hard gravel.
Another sound reverberated around the immediate vicinity; the sound of a large machine under full throttle. The front-end loader blew continuous black smoke as it bore down on the shack. Fuz Cooney aimed directly at the two men to the side of his shack. One of the cars was in between. Even for an old machine the pace was quick, the compacted flat ground no hindrance to keeping up the revs. With an expertise gained over years of practise, Fuz lowered the bucket until it traveled only a foot above ground. The remaining shooters hadn�t expected this � unnerved, they fired wildly at the oncoming machine, its driver open and exposed.
Lilburn knew exactly what he had to do. He stood up, but the gunmen were too busy focusing their attention on the madman bearing down on them to notice. Lilburn fired off his remaining bullets then changed magazines. One gunman was wounded in the leg but adrenalin kept him standing and firing. The other man had to change magazines but he fumbled, not concentrating on his weapon. The front-end loader briefly shuddered as the cutting edge of the bucket with its lethal teeth rammed under the belly of one of the cars, then rose upwards. The car was shunted sideways until its wheels caught. Unable to skid anymore, the car tumbled side over side, heading directly for the gunmen. One man screamed as over two thousand pounds of car hurtled at him.
When the dust settled all that was heard was the diesel motor of the front-end loader, and the sound of the gravel crusher, grinding on. Lilburn advanced to the shack, both hands on his weapon up at eye level, his finger on the trigger. Fuz switched off his machine.
Lilburn yelled out. �You OK?�
�Yer cotton-pickin� right I am. Yee-ha.�
An arm appeared from the other side of the upturned car, then a man scrambled awkwardly to his feet. He raised his weapon towards Lilburn, who fired once, and kept advancing.
The other Cooney brother appeared and caught up with Fuz who had jumped down from his seat. �Holy shit, Fuz, ya missed our office! Bonus time!�
Lilburn side-stepped a few paces upon reaching the wreck, watching for a movement, any movement at all. The man he shot lay still, his eyes open, not blinking. Lilburn looked around. A shoeless leg from the calf down, not from the shot man, lay motionless underneath the rear end of the car. �Careful, boys. I got a leg sticking out down here.�
Chugga replied from the other side. �We got a couple of arms and part of a head ova here.� He peered down and screwed up his nose. �Brainless bastard� ain�t that right, Fuz?�
�Yep. I reckon he be dead and missin� his brains.� Fuz sent a stream of spit flying to the ground. �Yer weren�t kiddin� when yer said yer wuz in trouble.�
All three were accounted for. Lilburn lowered his weapon. He yelled to Evangeline that it was safe to come out. Looking for answers, he knelt down beside the second man he shot. Blood was seeping through the man�s shirt, the bullet having entered his chest. His machine gun lay nearby; Lilburn picked it up. It was a �korpion. Czechoslovakian made, the serial number had been filed off the barrel. It was highly unusual for an American criminal to be using a machine gun � and at least two of these men had done just that. Rummaging through the dead man�s clothes he found a wallet with money, a driver�s license � and three sealed prophylactics. �Hey, Evangeline, you can come on out now.�
There was no reply.
�Evangeline.�
Something felt wrong. He rose to his feet and started walking. �Evangeline?�
Evangeline lay on her side, her back to him as he rounded the bulldozer. Her mouth was open, a trickle of blood fell from the corner, and her eyes were shut. Automatically he moved into first-aid mode. Her airway was clear, but he couldn�t see her breathing. His fingers felt for a carotid pulse while his eyes searched for any sign of injury. Not feeling a pulse his two fingers probed harder into her neck. Nothing. He shifted his fingers� position. Nothing. Matt Lilburn cupped her head in his hand � and felt something wet and sticky.
The two brothers stood behind the Homeland agent. They watched in silence as he knelt on the ground holding the head of the pretty lady in his lap. Both men made the sign of the cross. The only sound was the crusher motor, still working. The last of the crushed gravel tipped off the end of the elevator belts and dropped to the heap below.
Matt Lilburn gently wiped the dust off Evangeline�s face as invisible angels hovered above.
Two helicopters could be heard in the distance, the sound of their engines growing steadily louder.

Chapter Thirty-six

The 2IC of Counter Terrorism spoke compassionately to the special agent sitting in the chair opposite.
�We have now taken Lopez into custody; she was brought in two hours ago.�
�Why only then, why not yesterday?�
Rob Olson shifted uncomfortably in his chair. �It was Director Hall�s call. He gave the order when I contacted him earlier this morning. He was on his way to Plum Island.�
Seconds ticked by as Lilburn looked across the desk to the second-in-command. �What about the surveillance? Who did she call a few hours ago? Who�s her contact?�
Olson looked puzzled. �We didn�t have her phone tapped.�
Lilburn averted his gaze to the ceiling. �Visual surveillance, what about that?�
�None was ordered, Agent Lilburn. I don�t know who suggested that to you, but there was no surveillance ordered on Lopez.�
Lilburn straightened � his muscles tensed, his eyes narrowed. �What the hell do you mean, no fucking surveillance?�
Olson rose angrily from his chair and placed two hands on the table. �Lilburn! You may very well have been through hell and back the last few days but that doesn�t��
�Doesn�t what!�
The two men stared each other down, both fuming. Olson saw an insubordinate threatening his seniority � Lilburn saw a fatal lack of professionalism.
�Sit down, Agent Lilburn!�
�I�ll sit down when you start giving me some serious answers to my fucking questions!�
Olson reached for the phone. Lilburn banged his hand down on top of Olson�s. �I wouldn�t do that if I were you.�
Shocked, Olson sat back down.
�Director Hall confirmed to me, in person, that Lopez was being held in home detention and on high surveillance in order to flush out her contacts � to find Bomani. Now you tell me that didn�t happen. There was only one fucking way those gunmen found us so quickly at the quarry and that was because Lopez must have found out and told them our plans.� Lilburn could feel himself starting to shake with rage; he knew he had to contain it.
Olson sat back uncomfortably in his chair. �Alright then� how do you explain she knew you were traveling south by car? Did you tell her? Did Crawston tell her?�
With extreme difficulty, Lilburn held back from launching over the desk and throttling the arrogant prick. �Well, maybe, just maybe, we have another mole, someone who saw or overheard the message I left Hall. Where is Lopez being held?�
�Lilburn, you can thank your lucky stars I haven�t already had you arrested � so listen to me very carefully. You are not to go anywhere near Lopez. Do you understand? As soon as Director Hall is back in touch, we�ll get to the bottom of this. You are dismissed.�
�Go screw yourself, Olson.� Lilburn stormed out of the office.
* * *
Walking rigidly down the corridor, Lilburn was struggling to contain his last remnant of sanity. He passed the men�s restroom then doubled back, pushing the door open so hard it nearly rebounded on him. Walking to the hand basins, he turned on the cold tap and looked in the mirror, resting his hands on the cold porcelain. What stared back at him was the face of revenge. Taking handfuls of cool water he sloshed it over his face, letting the liquid fall off, dripping and soaking his shirt. What, where, why and how? The questions kept going over and over in his mind. Somewhere there was an answer and he would damn well find it. By the time he left the restroom he knew exactly where he was going.
* * *
The pilots of Homeland stick together � a select group of individuals with a common interest. It was nearing the afternoon coffee break and Lilburn hoped the man he was after was there, wounded arm or not. As he entered the cafeteria, eyes looked at him from the twenty or so tables evenly spaced around the room. Word had spread. But Lilburn was oblivious to sympathetic comments or praise as he looked for the distinctive flight suits. Three pilots were sitting together and one had a bandaged arm.
�Hell, look who�s here!� Gracie�s pilot stood up and offered his good hand to Lilburn. �Hey, Matt Lilburn, it�s good to see you home.� His smile dropped. �Hey man, I�m real sorry��
�Sure, thanks. Listen, I didn�t know if I�d even see you at work��
�Can�t keep a good man down.� The comment brought a howl of laughter from his fellow pilots. �Yeah, yeah, quiet in the cheap seats. What can I do for you?�
Sitting with the pilots, Lilburn told them in hushed tones what had happened and what he needed to do. When he�d finished, the men at the table were quiet, the mood somber.
�Shit.� The injured pilot was the first to speak. �What do you reckon, boys?� The response was unanimous. �Do it, Luke.�
Lilburn laid a hand of appreciation on Luke Major�s shoulder. Finally he knew the man�s name. �I was told there were no helicopters available today.�
�Who told you that? Apart from my girl, Grace WIA, we have near on a full complement. It was these two degenerates here who flew you back here.�
�Sure, sure. I must have misheard��
�Have you had lunch yet?� Luke inquired. �No? Well, go grab something you can pour ketchup on and eat with us.�
* * *
The four men left the table after Lilburn had scoffed down a plate of meatloaf. After a quick but thorough pre-flight check, Luke and Gracie lifted off from Albany just before 1330 hours. The two other pilots watched, then set to work covering up the unauthorized flight.
�About one hour, Matt, and we touch down on Plum.�
Lilburn adjusted the mike attached to his headset. �Any word on the chopper that took Hall down this morning?�
�Let me see. Delta-Mike-Charlie, this is Bravo-Quebec-Alpha, Quarterback, over.�
�Delta-Mike-Charlie. How�s it going, Quarterback? Over.�
�Bravo-Quebec-Alpha. All good, Lineman. What�s your locstat and POB, over?�
�Delta-Mike-Charlie. Left the island and arriving at Bethel, ETA ten minutes. Two POB, over.�
�Does that include Sunray, over?�
�Roger.�
�Bravo-Quebec-Alpha. Roger, Lineman, thanks. Out.�
Luke looked at Lilburn. �The director�s on board. Did you pick up the conversation?�
�Yes. Where�s Bethel and why would he be going there?�
Luke shook his head. �No idea. Bethel is a small town in Sullivan County, about eighty miles nor�west of New York City. You heard of Woodstock?�
�Heard of it, yeah. Way before my time.�
�Humdinger of a concert, so I�m told. Near there. You still want to proceed to Plum?�
Lilburn nodded.
* * *
�There she is again. Plum friggin� Island. Damn, I hate this place!� Luke initiated comms with the island and commenced landing. The flight down had been a fairly subdued affair with little conversation. Luke, aware his passenger was deep in thought and staring blankly out of the cockpit, decided not to press matters.
The helicopter touched down. Once again a black Jeep approached and waited. Telling Luke he wasn�t sure how long he would be, Lilburn disembarked and jogged to the vehicle. First stop � visitors� reception.
�Good afternoon, Matt Lilburn,� he handed over his ID card to a lady with a friendly face and an equally welcoming smile on the other side of the counter. �I�d like to see someone about a virus recently secured at this facility.�
�Special Agent� Lilburn.� The receptionist looked up from writing down his details in a log. �Could you be a little more specific? We have quite a few viruses here. Just a little hint?�
�Foot-and-mouth.�
The woman gave nothing away. �Just one moment, please, while I fetch Dr. Harrington. She may be able to help you.�
Lilburn smiled politely. He looked around the reception. The only other person in the room was a man who sat side on, typing at a keyboard. He wasn�t paying him any attention. The receptionist had left the visitors� log book open on the counter top, within arm�s length. Lilburn would have dearly liked to have turned the book around but he was aware of the security camera focused on him. Doing his best to read upside down, the last entry before his caught his attention. The four letters of the surname were just legible. Hall.
The receptionist reappeared followed by another woman. �Special Agent Lilburn.� A middle aged woman in a white lab coat addressed him while looking over the rims of her glasses. �My name is Dr. Harrington, I understand you�re inquiring about a particular virus?�
�Yes, ma�am. I�m the agent who helped secure the spray cans.�
�Ahh, yes,� Dr. Harrington said, recognizing the name. She took off her glasses and placed them in her top pocket. �I just had the pleasure of showing your director around our facility.�
�Director Hall?�
�Yes indeed. A very nice man, extremely courteous.�
�May I ask if Director Hall advised you I couldn�t make it down with him, and would be arriving later?�
�No� did you also want to visit the laboratory where we have the virus contained?�
�Yes, if it would be no bother. It was a sort of� well, a sort of thank you on the part of the director for, you know, capturing the bad guys.� The moment he said it, Lilburn knew it sounded lame.
The doctor hesitated. �Well� I guess that shouldn�t be a problem considering what you�ve been through � and what you saved us all from.� Turning to the receptionist she made arrangements for the special request. A visitor�s ID tag was produced and a door unlocked, allowing Lilburn to follow the doctor.
As they made their way down the corridor, they were stopped by a number of security doors � each time Dr. Harrington swiped a card to allow access.
�As you are probably aware, Agent Lilburn, we have approximately seventy buildings on the island, not all usable, I might add, and we operate at bio-safety level three � one being the lowest and four the highest. Where we�re headed is to one of our animal rooms. You won�t find any animals in it today, but it�s a highly secured room where we�ve temporarily stored the two aerosol cans. Nearly there.�
The doctor placed her security card up to the last door. �In here is the anteroom, and that�s as far as I can take you.�
They walked into a small room with a desk, chair and a large assortment of books in shelves and notices pinned to walls. A man dressed in blue scrubs and a surgical cap rose from the chair as the pair entered.
�George, this is Special Agent Lilburn, he missed the tour with Director Hall this morning.�
The introduction was completed with a handshake.�George is one of our technicians authorized to work in the animal rooms. He�s specially trained in working with highly contagious and dangerous organisms.�
�And highly underpaid, I might add,� joked George.
�Don�t ask him what he gets, Agent Lilburn � or you�ll want to work here as well.�
Lilburn grinned. �I don�t think so, I have to say what you people work with scares the bejesus out of me.�
�That works both ways,� said the doctor. �Now, the anteroom is our secondary containment area. That door there, with the half-glass panel, leads through into the animal room. It can�t be opened if the door we have just come through is open. It�s on a dual lock system. George suits up in here before entering. Take a look through the glass, Special Agent��
�Please, just call me Matt.�
�My pleasure and my name is Angeline.�
Lilburn caught his breath. He felt a rush of sadness overwhelm him.
�Are you OK, Matt?�
The sound of his name snapped him out of it. �Sorry� You were saying?�
�Take a look through the glass.�
Lilburn stepped up to the door with a large orange sticker below the window with the words Bio-hazard BSL-3 and peered through.
�Can you see that large stainless steel box? That�s a HEPA-filtered box and in it, I am very pleased to say, are your two cans of aerosol, containing the virus.�
�HEPA? What does that mean?�
�Oh, sorry � high efficiency particulate air filter � the best there is.�
It looked very safe, very secure to Lilburn. He shut his eyes, just for an instant. He was so tired� what he was worried about was so crazy, so impossible. He had to ask. �Would you mind checking the box? I need confirmation.�
Dr. Harrington smiled. �There really is no cause for concern, if that�s what you�re thinking. This is a very secure area.�
George, the technician, saw the apprehension etched into Lilburn�s face. He stood up. �Look, I don�t mind suiting up. I need to go back inside anyway.� The technician pulled on a disposable white back-fastened gown, then a pair of disposable booties over his sneakers. Next came the gloves, two on each hand and lastly a respirator. Dr. Harrington filled in time and explained the requirements for the clothing.�� and the PARP, that�s the powered air-purifying respirator, is used when we�re dealing with aerosols, an added precaution. Now, as the door into this anteroom is shut, George can use another security card to open the door to the animal room.� She laid a slightly patronizing hand on Lilburn�s shoulder. �You�ll be perfectly safe� just in case you were wondering.�
Lilburn brushed aside any feeling of embarrassment. He needed to know.
�Right, George, if you would.�
George stepped forward. Lilburn watched him reach up to chest height to presumably grab the security card. George swung around. �I� eh� seem to have misplaced my card.� His voice sounded somewhat anxious.
Dr. Harrington immediately looked for herself, touching the suit where the card should be. This was a serious matter. A lost or misplaced card meant it would have to be deactivated and an inquiry held. Lilburn saw her concern.
�Use mine, George. We�ll sort this out as soon as we�re done here.�
The door opened to the animal room and George entered. The door shut behind him immediately.
�Just a little technicality, Matt. I�ll sort it out later.�
Both Lilburn and the doctor watched George go straight to the HEPA-filtered box, remove a bag and place it in a biological safety cabinet � an enclosed ventilated workspace. Lilburn couldn�t see the cans, and mentioned it to Harrington.
�George will show you the cans � he�ll bring them over to the window.�
George didn�t. He gathered up the package and immediately returned it to the HEPA-filtered box. Through the glass, the technician could be seen carefully closing the box. Stepping back a pace, it looked as if he were studying the area. He turned his head and looked around the room then hurried to the door. Something was wrong. The door to the animal room opened, the technician passed through into the anteroom then shut the door. The door had barely closed shut when he ripped off his mask. �Fuck!�
* * *
Lilburn had to follow the doctor at a run as she flew back down the corridors, opening security doors as they went.
�This is Dr. Harrington. I need to enact containment procedures, now!� She replaced the transceiver back into her coat pocket.
As he followed at a run, Lilburn yelled out to her. �Who was the last person to enter the animal room?�
The doctor didn�t look back. �George, I was in the anteroom. Both canisters were there. I saw them with my own eyes.�
�Who was with you?�
�Your director.� Harrington slowed, but continued walking fast, looking straight ahead. Suddenly she stopped and spun around so quickly Lilburn was barely able to avoid a collision.
�Director Hall. Director Hall was with me.�
�Was he ever left alone� think.�
Dr. Harrington shut her eyes. �Jesus Christ.� Her eyes opened, as if she had just seen the proverbial light. �George and I were called out. We had an emergency, which turned out to be a false alarm. Only a few moments, I swear. No more than five minutes, if that. Oh God, I didn�t see any harm in leaving a director of Homeland Security in the anteroom � I mean, even he doesn�t have access to the animal room without a special security pass.�
�Did George take his pass with him when you were called to the false alarm?�
�Presumably� I� I don�t recall.�
�In the confusion, could Hall have removed George�s pass?�
The doctor didn�t answer.

Chapter Thirty-seven

Luke Major stood beside his helicopter, quite happy not to walk any further into the murky place where animals were born with three heads and wings where there should have been none. It was with mixed feelings he saw the Jeep returning at breakneck speed. Jumping in, he started to turn the engine on. He guessed correctly where they were headed next. �Don�t tell me, Bethel.�
�And don�t spare the horses, Luke.� Lilburn buckled in as the helicopter blades gained full momentum. The pilot set a direct course ahead to cross the rippling blue water of Long Island Sound, cutting across the southern portion of Connecticut into New York State.
Lilburn was barely aware of the flight; his mind was going over and over the last few days trying to fathom any reason for the director to take a flight first to Plum Island and now to a small innocuous town in the middle of nowhere. The high security at Plum Island had been breached, the virus compromised and all tracks led to Director Hall. What was it Hall had said? Hymietown. The director had used a totally inappropriate and anti-Semitic word to describe New York City, especially for a person in his position. Why? There was no reasonable answer, the question just bounced from one side of his head to the other. The helicopter ate up the distance; soon one hundred and forty miles became ten. It wasn�t until Luke spoke his name that Lilburn pulled himself out of the depths and back to the world of the present.
�I just talked with the other pilot; apparently our beloved leader met someone just after they landed out of Bethel. They took off in a car together, with Hall giving instructions for the chopper to wait. They�ve been gone over two hours.�
Lilburn took his time before asking the next question. �Is there livestock farming around Bethel?�
�Hell yeah. See straight ahead of us, in the distance, that odd-shaped building, looks like a fan? Then there�s those circular things around it that look like roads from up here? That�s where we�re headed. It used to be a six-hundred-acre dairy farm, now it�s a museum and place where they hold concerts. That�s where Woodstock was held. That�s mother earth to some folks, the Holy Grail.�
The gentle rolling green hills with pockets of lush tall trees was picture perfect. The center itself looked immaculate, with large buildings, paved and concreted areas, freshly mowed acres of lawns and large areas of sealed parking. Specimen trees had been planted, giving the area a park-like atmosphere. The other Homeland helicopter was sitting over in the parking area for coaches and large vehicles. The pilot could be seen standing next to his machine; he waved to the incoming chopper. Luke gently settled Gracie down a short distance away. Lilburn had scoured the immediate area for any sign of the director. Nothing. Ducking the rotating blades, he ran towards the other pilot whose apprehensive look suggested he wasn�t sure what was going on.
�You had Director Hall on board.� It wasn�t so much a question as establishing a fact.
The pilot looked from Lilburn across to Luke who was still winding his machine down. He would have preferred talking to his boss first, but that would have to wait. �Yes.�
�And he met someone here. What did he look like?�
�Middle Eastern, with a beard, Western clothes from what I could see. He didn�t get out of the car.�
�Hall recognized him?�
The pilot placed his thumbs in his pockets and took on a defensive attitude. �May have.�
Luke Major came to the rescue bounding over from his chopper, the engine off and the blades slowly turning, winding down. �Hey, Bud.�
�Luke.� The pilot, call-sign Lineman, placed a stalk of dried grass he had in his hand in between his teeth. His eyes reverted back to Lilburn. �Who you got here, Luke?�
�Matt Lilburn. He�s with Homeland.� Luke saw the two men eyeing each other up. �Down, boy, he�s OK.�
Lineman pulled the stalk from his mouth, spat out a small piece of offending stalk that had dislodged itself then placed the long piece back in, rolling it from one side to the other. �Yeah, well. The boss didn�t say much to me, kept as quiet as a church mouse all the way down from Albany, through Plum and on to here.�
�When he came back to the chopper from Plum, was he carrying anything extra?�
�Nope, just his jacket, same one he was wearing when he went inside.�
Lilburn pushed a little more. �Do you think he had anything wrapped in it?�
Lineman shrugged his shoulders.
�What can you tell me about the car?�
Again the shoulders were shrugged.
�Bud,� Luke broke in. �It�s important.�
Turning his head to the side, Lineman spat out the stalk. �1967 pale-blue V-dub beetle, 1490 cc, overhead cam with four-on-the-floor. Oh yeah, nearly forgot, roof rack on top.� Lineman�s face remained expressionless. He then smiled for all of one second before resuming his poker face. �No airbags.�
�Sure?� Lilburn couldn�t resist.
Lineman raised his eyebrows.
It was obvious Lineman was a petrol head, someone to whom vehicles and especially Volkswagens were a way of life. And he was a smartass. That was also obvious.
Lilburn grinned and thanked him, looking at him for just that second or two longer than necessary when he finished talking. Lineman got the message.
Two hours was a long time for Hall to have been away. There was only one road in to the site but the surrounding country was full of roads � the VW could be up any one of them. One thing was for certain, Lilburn had to look for it. From the air seemed the best bet. The heavy-vehicle park they were in was empty except for the two helicopters. Adjoining it was what appeared to be grass parking then beyond that another lot, graveled. Further on a large expanse of seal was painted with individual parking spaces. Lawn strips with equally spaced trees dissected the lot. There were thirty or so cars parked on the western side closest to the road. The main concert area and museum buildings were mostly hidden from view by vegetation.
�We need to get airborne, Luke. Both choppers. I have to find Hall fast.�
�It�ll be like a needle in a haystack.�
�Tell me something I don�t know.�
Lineman was reluctant but Luke�s coaxing saw both machines starting their engines. Luke was in charge of the search pattern; Lineman was to traverse south, Luke north. The helicopters took off simultaneously. The radio crackled as both choppers reached five hundred feet. It was Lineman.
�Bravo-Quebec-Alpha, this is Delta-Mike-Charlie, I have a visual on Sunray, over.�
�Bravo-Quebec-Alpha, advise position, over.�
�Delta-Mike-Charlie, we lifted off too early. Target is just reaching our last loc, over.�
Lilburn turned in his seat, orientating himself to the landscape below. Luke turned the helicopter around and hovered. Below them a VW, the same description Lineman had given, was on the road adjoining the car park. It turned in off the road then came to a halt. The passenger door opened, a figure got out and could be seen looking around then looked up. It was the unmistakable face of Director Hall. Luke barked a command out to Lineman.
�Take her down, Bud, block the road.� Luke banked his chopper and prepared to land in front of the vehicle. �Hell, Matt, I hope whatever you plan on doing is the right thing, �cause if you�re wrong, the old man is going to rip your head off� and mine.�
Hall stood by the car looking up at the helicopters. Lilburn could see him look over his shoulder as Lineman eased his chopper down over the road, hovering some fifty feet from Hall�s vehicle, expertly avoiding the trees on either side of the road. Luke touched down on the sealed parking lot directly in front of Hall. The director leaned down and spoke to the driver. When he straightened up Lilburn could see he was fuming, even from a hundred feet away. The driver of the VW wasn�t so easy to see from where Lilburn was standing, though the black beard was clear. Hall slammed his passenger door shut and lurched towards Lilburn.
�He�s not happy, Matt, not a happy man at all.�
Lilburn undid his safety belt, exited the chopper and walked towards the director. Hall momentarily slowed his gait but then continued on. �This better be good, Matt, I�m busy and late for an appointment,� Hall yelled above the sound of the two helicopters.
The two men stopped five yards apart. Hall had positioned himself in between Lilburn and the VW, still blocking Lilburn�s view of the driver.
Lilburn breathed deeply. It was make or break time. To hell with it, he thought. �I know it was you.�
�You know what?� Hall placed his hands on his hips. �What the fuck�s going on? Who gave you permission to barge down here, on one of my helicopters and��
�Like I said. I know what you did. I know about you, the virus and who�s in the car. It�s over.�
�That�s insubordination, Lilburn. I�ll have your fucking guts for this. How dare you accuse me!� The director�s nostrils flared, his face contorted with anger.
�Yes, I do,� Lilburn replied calmly. �I know you were as responsible for Evangeline�s death as if you killed her with your own hands.� He stepped a pace forward. With that step a little of his calmness gave way. He took another step. �Our men who were killed � all good men. You killed them, Hall.� Another step forward. Lilburn was inching towards Hall, confronting him to his face. At the same time his emotions were rising, his fists clenched and unclenched. �You set Lopez up, didn�t you, you treacherous asshole. What was she, just a patsy you used, abused then let go to end her life in a prison.� He stopped, an arm�s lenth away from Hall. �The man in the car � now let me guess � Bomani.� Lilburn stepped to the side and stared past Hall towards the car. The man inside glared back, their stares met. There was no doubt in Lilburn�s mind. The Takfir terrorist.
Bomani made the first move. The driver�s door opened and he emerged, aiming a rifle. Lilburn reached for his pistol. Bomani fired, the weapon recoiled into his shoulder. He worked the bolt, the ejected cartridge tumbled end over end as the new round was rammed into the chamber. But Lilburn had already moved, firing off a volley of rounds as he spun through the air. The driver�s door window exploded in a shower of glass, peppering Bomani before raining to the ground like hail. Bomani pulled the trigger again then hastily retreated back into the car. His rifle, long and cumbersome, caught in between the door and the body of the vehicle. With bullets from Lilburn flooding the air around him, the weapon fell from his hands. Bomani didn�t even attempt to recover the rifle. He engaged the clutch, put the car in gear and headed towards Lilburn. The driver�s door swung closed then rebounded as it hit the rifle. Lilburn could hear the distinctive engine sound revving to its capacity as the little blue VW lurched forward.
Standing his ground, Lilburn aimed for the driver. The VW came on. The windscreen took bullets, holes opened up and starburst cracks rippled out through the glass. Hall had crouched down and shielded his head as the gunfire opened up around him. As he stood up he saw the oncoming car hurtling towards his direction. He went to jump sideways but his ankle rolled sending him to the ground. Lilburn swiftly leapt sideways avoiding impact, still firing at the moving target. Hall stood no chance � he had barely made it to his feet when the VW collected him. The chrome bumper-bar whacked into his shins, Hall�s upper body smashed into the hood, his head almost crashing through the glass before his whole body, limp and broken, careered feet over head and hit the ground with a sickening thud.
The car and Bomani carried on, then did a wide arc and stopped, facing Lilburn, the driver�s door flapping. Lilburn heard the revs increase again as Bomani pumped the accelerator. Lilburn, two hands wrapped around the Sig 9 mm, kept his aim on the driver. Through the damaged windscreen, he could see Bomani wipe blood from a wound to his head. There was a loud graunching of gears, a loud cry of �Allahu akbar!� and the charge was on. Lilburn fired again and again. With each shot went the silent image of the men and one woman the man had recently murdered. God speed, Lilburn said to himself. Bomani reached third gear before his head slumped over the steering wheel, gone to his God. His body held the car�s direction steady. Lilburn could only watch as the vehicle sped past him back out the car-park entrance, the way it had come. �Shit, shit!� Lilburn threw his hands wildly up in the air. �Go, move it!� Lineman, still hovering on the entrance road, watched as the car kept coming on impact course with his helicopter. It was only skill and blind luck that the VW passed inches beneath his skids before thudding into the trunk of a tall tree.
Lilburn ran a hand through his hair then down the back of his neck. It was close.
Hall lay crumpled on his back, one leg at a grotesque angle, blood streaming from a neck wound, his eyes closed. His head rolled to the side and his eyes opened to meet Lilburn standing over him.
�Why? Why did you do this?�
Hall tried to smile, moved an arm and grimaced with pain. �Put a bullet in me. Now.�
�Like hell. You can suffer, you bastard.� Lilburn knelt down beside Hall. �What about Lopez, was she in on this as well, was she part of this?�
Hall was breathing through his mouth. �Of course not! Ah, it nearly worked.� He winced again. �Lopez just happened to be the right person to be� the fall guy. She has a kid all right � to that scientist, Ian Bradley. His death was no accident. He would have broken at some point and come clean he had a bastard with Lopez. I needed her to look as if she was a liar.�
�So why me? Why did you ask for me?�
Hall laughed bitterly, blood welling up in the corner of his mouth. He spat weakly, his chest heaving, before he answered. �Needed someone with credibility� someone who would do their utmost. You were it. Only thing was, I underestimated you��
�You prick.�
�And I could have been a wealthy prick, if this had worked.�
�You did this for money?�
�This, that and a bit more. I told you, this job gets to you. You should get out, before it kills you.�
Lilburn turned his head and momentarily rested it on his arm before looking back. �Where�s the kid?�
�What�s it to you? She�s nothing but a bitch, always was.�
Lilburn curled his lip. �Where�s the boy?�
�Go fuck yourself.�
Hall�s broken leg was in reach. Lilburn placed the barrel of his gun fair and square on the bone protruding from Hall�s bloodied and torn pants and applied pressure. Hall screamed. When the screaming stopped he asked again.
�I�ve had a lot of pain, Lilburn. You think that will work? Piss off.�
Lilburn stood up. Others would get the information. Hall was injured but he would live.
�What did you do with the virus?�
�I was wondering when you�d get round to that.� Hall shuffled himself up so he rested on one elbow. �I need something up my sleeve, some insurance. When I�m provided that, then I�ll reveal where it is.�
�You gutless coward. You didn�t deserve the respect people gave you.�
�I earned that respect, Lilburn! I earned respect all those fucking years I slaved my guts out for this country, now it�s time for the country to pay me back.�
�By using bioterrorism? You didn�t even make it a threat; you went all out to make it happen.�
Hall laughed. �I didn�t say make this country pay money, I said make it pay. There�s a difference. The country paying me offered a damn sight more money than any ransom from this asshole of a place.�
�Save the crap for someone who cares. The kid, Hall. Tell me where the kid is.�
Hall smiled again. �Ask Abdul Baari Fawaz. And that�s all you get from me until I get a lawyer.�
Lilburn turned around and walked away.
�Hey, HEY! Don�t you turn your back on me.� Hall struggled to get up but fell back with the pain. �You little half-baked piece of shit. I�m more of a man than you�ll ever be! You�re nothing, Lilburn, nothing. Come back here and I�ll kill you with my bare hands.�
Lilburn didn�t look back, not even when he stuck his middle finger up in the air.

Epilogue

The funeral service for agents Dale Jones and Bryce Waterhouse, killed in action, concluded with the tearful next-of-kin being presented with the folded American flag.
Matt Lilburn had stood to attention for most of the service, a lump in his throat. It wasn�t the first funeral for colleagues he had attended, not by a long shot, and probably not the last. Standing by his side was the now acting head of Counter Terrorism, Rob Olson. The pair walked in silence across the green grass of the cemetery towards the director�s car. A staffer opened the rear door for Olson. Before he lowered himself into the seat he held out his hand to Lilburn. As the tall man shook it, Olson said: �I�ve made arrangements for you to accompany the body of Dr. Crawston back to London. I�ve also seen to it that you will be our representative at her funeral.�
Matt Lilburn did not, could not, say a word. He just nodded.
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