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				“SIROCCO”

				

				by

				Andrew Wood & Alasdair Morton

				

				Chapter One

				

				     The icy Atlantic wind swept across the concourse of Boston’s North Station sending people huddling into corners in the vain attempt to keep warm. Families and couples braving the chill that had brought most of Massachusetts to a standstill shuddered from shops and vendors to platforms and trains. The weekend commuters carried on as if the temperature and calendar were only a concern for mere mortals and not one which concerned individuals of their stature and importance. In the main hall, weather-weary travellers congregated under the departures board hoping to find their refuge and escape from the elements; Amtrak northeast corridor trains to New York and Washington D.C. and Midwest-bound trains to Chicago mixed with the luring appeal of destinations like Miami and Atlanta and the promise of warmer climes, but they had little effect as the sub zero temperature of the north eastern seaboard’s cruel winters banished away any such momentary indulgences. The harsh realities of the immediate vicinity were inescapable. 

				    As the time appeared to stand still, two hundred miles south, down the coast, the sun shone brightly across a driving range in upstate New York. It was crowded with golfers with not so much as a single bay free. Along the far end of the range, dressed discreetly in black pants, charcoal grey polo-neck sweater and a dark sun visor, stood a lone woman. Carefully and with precision, and displaying a force that vastly outmatched her male counterparts, she repeatedly hit a myriad of balls straight and fast across the range, all coming to rest within mere yards of one another. Stopping to survey her angle of trajectory, she glanced at her watch, moulding the two actions into one so as it was to appear unnoticeable to any surveying eyes. But there were none. The range’s other fifty-plus inhabitants, most of whom were male and oblivious to the gendered other within their midst, were engrossed in their own conversations and tales of business success and social climbing – who had sold what and closed what deal, who was getting away with extra curricular dalliances in the city. 

				     Meanwhile, as the stranger eyed her watch, the hands on the Boston station clock ticked by, seemingly slowing down as if they were unwilling to keep going. They moved around the numbered face, and for all the world they appeared to be aware that something was going to happen, and they sorely wished they were no longer a part of it. As the hands continued around the clock face to strike half past nine, their fate and destination sealed, the station was overcome suddenly with a wave of silence - a single second where conversation and commotion ceased blanketing the focussed existence within the station and cutting it off from the outside. At that point, as the mysterious stranger teed up another ball and hit it firmly to the outer edge of the driving range, the explosives she had planted the day before in the Massachusetts transportation hub detonated.   

				     The walls of the hundred-year old station shook under a force that they could not withstand and sections of the roof buckled and collapsed. Huge portions of concrete and glass plummeted down on the helpless individuals beneath as the bomb tore through the main hall, obliterating everything within its reach, and rupturing the concourse floor. The power of the blast shredded one of the main supporting walls of the upper floor sending it crashing down onto the main concourse and collapsing onto the Green Line Underground track below that. Nobody in the station stood a chance, and everyone inside the main hall was killed instantly. The hall itself and the entrance to the station, reduced to rubble and wreckage, had become an inhospitable place where it seemed no life could have survived. The ticket office, the newsstands, the coffee shops and bars, all fused with the rush and bustle of everyday life minutes earlier, were gone, replaced by a gaping hole filled by nothing except the dust and debris-strewn air in which they once stood. The shaking and the deafening roar of the explosions subsided, only to be replaced with a loader, more guttural and piercing sound of hundreds of people’s screams. The air became impenetrable, and sight restricted to a few yards in front of the face, but amongst all the chaos and mayhem, the smell of blood and of suffering was evident, and all too palpable. 

				     The people fortunate enough to be outside of the bomb blast, on the Orange line elevated platforms or in the cramped waiting areas over the south end tracks, or outside the station on Causeway and Nashua Street, escaped with their lives, but only just. The force of the blast claimed the lives of those inside the station but took something more valuable from those who survived. A piece of who they were before was also killed in the explosion and something that could not be replaced, a sense of calm and peace, had been stolen from them, never to be returned. 

				     When the shock and bewilderment had gone, panic began to set in as the injured struggled from the wreckage, trying to ply fellow victims from the masonry. The emergency services swarmed the front of the building, cordoning it off and moving around with great speed, but the unexpectedness of the attack meant they were unprepared and ill equipped to handle a situation of this scale. As rescue crews battled to save people still inside the former station, FBI men in suits and overcoats prowled the perimeter, trying to fathom the reason and cause, whilst TV crews and reporters hassled anyone in sight for information to broadcast to the viewing world. 

				     “More than a hundred and seventy dead in a suspected terrorist attack on the city of Boston, many more seriously wounded,’ was pumped around the world within minutes of the act itself, “Twelve die in bus outside the city’s North Station as a result of the explosion!” “Thirty eight die on a subway train as part of the station concourse collapses!” The details flowed with a strange detachment from the pain and violence that had occurred in reality, and the events passed from the city streets of downtown Boston into the global hyper-real, to be digested by the viewing millions, amongst who was the perpetrator of the crime itself.

				     Thousands of miles away, in the comfort and safety of Montreux, Switzerland, the terrorist responsible for the attack viewed the effects of his work on CNN. As the dead and injured were carried out of the station, the fallout was analysed and the international condemnations began. 

				       The terrorist was Colonel Hajji Hussan Sulaiman, the former head of Saddam Hussein’s Intelligence Service, and a man with a pathological hatred of America. The Colonel had long been a wanted war criminal and the target of several assassination attempts, the last of which appeared to have been successful. A body had been found riddled with bullets wearing Sulaiman’s uniform and had been buried in Baghdad with full military honours, but it was a fake. They had used a look alike.  

				     ‘Well done Sabina,’ said Sulaiman as he watched with pleasure on TV the coverage of the attack by his female operative who had planted the bomb that would rock the US government and destroy the security the US public had grown accustomed to. 

				     Sulaiman’s voice was indicative of his command of the room and demonstrated his control over the proceedings.

				     “Contact Baghdad, Tell them ‘Sirocco Phase One successful. Target One taken out. Phase Two in 36 hours.’”

				      ‘Yes Colonel,’ came the reply from one of his men who left the room to follow his instructions, carrying a purpose and efficiency that bordered on fanatical rather than merely subordinate. As he left, Colonel Hajji Hussan Sulaiman, turned his attention back to the television screen, absorbing the devastation and chaos he had wreaked with a sense of satisfaction, confident and reassured by the knowledge that this was merely the start. That this was just the first action in a series of attacks that would take the United States by surprise and which would bring the President to his knees.

				

				    In a small house in Annandale, within the confines of Fairfax County and set deep in a suburban environment of peace and comfort, a man was sat at his kitchen table in front of a collection of old and antique clocks. Some were in pieces, arranged neatly across the surface of the table, whilst others were standing up partially assembled. Beside the man sat a small toolbox and a cloth as he went about restoring them. The kitchen was tidy and organised, everything in its correct position, and it looked like any other kitchen. The kettle and toaster sat next to each other occupying adjacent spaces. The sink was clean and dry and the work surfaces immaculate except for a mug, and on the window ledge sat a healthy chrysanthemum. The only item seemingly at odds with the suburban milieu was a red phone hanging on the wall, right next to the more recognizable and expected cordless one. 

				     Staring through this window at the garden and street beyond, leaves and colour still lining the street in late November, was Jack Wildey, the head of the U.S. Secret Intelligence Service at Langley. He was a tall man with broad shoulders and rough features unfairly accentuating his middle-aged years, which was underpinned by a frame that barely disguised the body of a man of strength. He was a fast-burner, and had risen through the CIA quickly after leaving the Marines at the age of twenty-five already having gone from a young lieutenant to major in his six years in the military. Having developed a straight ahead, no nonsense approach finely tuned through years spent in the field, he possessed the determination and resolve of a natural leader and the patience of a monk combined with a shrewdness that only experience brings. 

				     The peaceful bedroom community of Annandale, marked by its wealthy inhabitants, sleepy farmhouses and whose history was intimately connected with the settlement of the US, was a picture postcard of family values and the American way. Its small town atmosphere and sense of isolation - despite its proximity to major east coast centres – seemed an unusual retreat for the government man, but it had one particular thing going for it. One individual special quality meant it was the centre of the world for him. It was his home, and where he felt he belonged.

				     As Jack sat at the table contemplating his clocks, the red phone on the wall began to ring. Jack grabbed it and said commandingly, “Wildey.”

				     “Hey Jack, it’s me, Roy. Have you heard about Boston?”  Roy Wise was the head of the CIA and a contemporary of Jack’s who knew him from the beginning, from their early years, and their paths had crossed on numerous assignments. 

				     “Boston? No. Why? I haven’t had the TV on. What’s happened?”  

				     “Turn on your TV and you’ll see what I’m talking about,” said Wise.

				     Standing in the doorway between the kitchen and the hallway, and looking down the hall towards the front door as if expecting someone to walk through, the peace and privacy he had been permitted seconds earlier rapidly dissipated as Roy relayed the news of the bombing attack to him. Still holding the phone, and without losing the expression of concentration he seemed to carry around permanently, he turned and switched the television on. 

				     Sitting on a shelf high up in the corner of the kitchen like a judge presiding over court, the TV flickered into life, filling the room with sound first and then picture a few seconds later. The noise of sirens and muffled voices filled the room as a nameless newsreader described the scene.  Jack’s mind conjured horrific images which were haunted by the horrors he had seen in the war in Vietnam, but the images his mind had thrust upon him, unforgivably saturating his conscious stream of thought, could not prepare him for what he was to see. 

				     Scenes of people running and screaming down dust-filled city streets immediately brought recollections of September 11. That fateful day that had seemed so unrealistic back then, as if watching something from the movies, had come to haunt the everyday normality and the images themselves had soaked into the very fabric of modern life; the very condition of the world had become shaped in some form or another by the events that unfurled in New York and looking at the TV screen it was impossible for Jack to differentiate the images he was seeing from those of six years previous. 

				     After watching them for a minute, Jack changed the channel but it was the same, each TV station broadcasting its own reports of the attack. “Jack?” Roy’s voice was stern but seemingly humbled, “Are you there?” 

				     “Yeah,” he replied, “How many people are dead?” 

				     “We don’t know yet, but you had better get up there. This is going to have to be done swiftly and properly. We need to get this one right.” 

				     “I’m on it,” Jack replied.

				     He replaced the receiver, put the tools quietly back into the toolbox and covered the clocks with a cloth. He then grabbed his coat from the back of the chair and left through the kitchen door.

				     The world was a very different place to how it was on September 10 2001, or at least America’s place within the world was very different. The invasion of Iraq and Afghanistan had provoked protest within the US as well as abroad and the world had become an increasingly divided place. Tormented by fear and paranoia, the bombing in Boston would be more closely scrutinized by the eyes of the world and Jack knew it, the actions of the United States examined by everyone with a microphone, and judged by them and almost everyone else. American citizen’s faith in their country was already at an all-time low and America’s position as the single global hyperpower had been threatened again for the entire world to see. Actions needed to be taken, and those responsible brought to justice, no unaccounted-for bin Ladens this time, but it had to be done right or else the repercussions could be even worse. In an eruption of violence, the once sleepy northeast college town had suddenly become the focus of the world, the events of the future shaped by what would follow, but one thing was certain. The fallout would be globally consuming and would drag the world further into a state of fear and uncertainty from which it would be harder and harder to return.

				         When Jack arrived in Boston, the city seemed stunned by the attack that had befallen it, and the sky itself seemed to be in pain as rain poured relentlessly on the cityscape beneath it. People were still dumbstruck by the unprovoked attack that their city and country had been subjected to. Jack arrived on the scene, having travelled straight to North Station from General Edward Lawrence Logan Airport, and witnessed the destruction for himself. Pushing his way through the crowds of people and walking directly up to the FBI agents already on the scene, he took in the wreckage and devastation that lay before him whilst trying to piece together a picture of what had occurred. 

				     “Holy Shit, what a fucking mess! Just how bad is it?” Jack asked of one of the local FBI agents who had already assessed the scene, although the magnitude of the damage seemed to be too much for him to cope with and there was only a limited amount he could usefully reply.

				     “It’s the worst I’ve seen since the marine barracks in Beirut,” boomed a voice just behind Jack and he turned to see FBI Agent Ellis Carter, “It’s 9/11 all over again, over a hundred and sixty dead, double that wounded and we are still finding others. Part of the concourse collapsed onto a train in the subway so god knows how many are dead down there! We’re still digging them out!” 

				     Agent Carter was a familiar face to Jack, and a welcome one at that. Jack had known him from years earlier when the then young agent had been tracking a suspect on a case that brought him to D.C. Ellis was a rookie back then, but Jack noticed a determination in him, one which reminded him of himself a little, and the two had remained in contact since. 

				     “Ellis, how are you?” Jack inquired, glad to see his old friend, but the wreckage that lay before them prevented the pair from reacquainting themselves more. 

				     “How did it happen, any ideas where the bomb was located?” Jack asked knowing it was too early for any prognosis to have been reached but he had already begun going through scenarios of his own, his experience giving him an unbridled insight into how an operation of this scale would have had to be carried out.

				     “No one has claimed responsibility yet, it’s early days, but we believe it stems from the Middle East, they used Semtex.”

				     “Are you sure?” Jack asked.

				     “Not sure yet, but I’d bet my pension on it. You used to be in the Special Forces Jack, you know the smell, the scent of almond in the air. I could smell it the moment I got here.” Jack had picked up on this but he was wary of jumping to conclusions, knowing that if everything points to one thing, it is usually too good to be true. In his experience at least. 

				     “It could be,” Jack offered non-commitally, still assessing the scene himself. Until the site was cleared and inspected properly there would be no way of knowing where the blast originated but it had to be somewhere where a package could be left and no-one would ask any questions. 

				    It was six hours after the explosion had taken place and there were still fires being put out but the site was secure and Wildey and Agent Carter, with a team of agents, made their way inside the station and onto what was left of the concourse. Inside, the shell of the station remained intact but it was damaged beyond recognition. The outer walls and structure stood firm but the internal structures and buildings were gone. The crater onto the subway had been reinforced and emergency crews were working down below through the rubble looking for survivors, and although people could still be alive, as every minute passed it became more an exercise in retrieving bodies. And all the rescue teams knew it; it just remained unsaid in the hope that the unbelievable could become the possible.  Examining the direction of the blast, the location of the bomb was immediately apparent although the precise place could not be known as there was not enough left of the station for this to be visible.

				     “We are going to need the structural plans of the station, all levels, inside and out,” Jack barked, giving his first order since arriving on the scene. He had not taken charge yet; instead he had examined everything and decided upon a course of action. It was more than just likely that those responsible came from the Middle East, but there was nothing to be gained by proffering this type of assumption without the evidence to back it up. 

				     “It’s my guess the bomb was left in one of the storage lockers on the concourse,” said Carter, momentarily losing his footing in the rubble. “It’s the only place it could be left without raising the alarm. The motherfuckers intended to kill a lot of people, Jack.”

				     Before he could respond, his cell phone rang and Jack made his way back to the station entrance and outside where he could remove his handkerchief from covering his mouth and answer the call. Barely able to hear amidst all the noise and turmoil, he could nevertheless recognize the familiar voice on the other end of the line. It was a voice he could trust and one he knew he could count on. The voice of Don Coyne. Communications Chief of the CIA, based at Langley. 

				     “Jack, Don here. I hear you are right in the middle of all this.”

				     “Yeah, Don, it’s a bad one, bad as it gets! Someone intended to send a real clear message up here.”

				     “Well that’s why I’m calling Jack. One of my guys intercepted a radio signal out 

				of Baghdad earlier on today. He took no notice of it at first, just logged it as every other scrambled message. I think you should hear it though.”

				     “Go ahead, what does it say?” Jack had already begun to form his own ideas about who could be responsible. His experience had taught him that it wasn’t just what had happened that was important, but to understand the message being carried, and that was where he focussed his thoughts. 

				     “‘Sirocco Phase One successful. Target One taken out. Phase Two in 36 hours.’ That’s it Jack. It doesn’t mean anything to us, other than maybe Boston of course.” 

				     The phone went silent as Jack absorbed the information, but more than surprise, it was just slotting into what he had already suspected. What he had already feared. If this message was related, and it seemed that there was no possible way that it could not be, it meant that Boston was not an isolated incident. There could be more attacks.

				    “It’s got to be involved,” Don thought the same, and the tone of his voice confirmed this to Jack, subdued and overwhelmed in a manner that was unusual for him. As Communications Chief, he was a larger than life character who possessed a booming voice that commanded attention whenever he walked in a room. He was an eternal optimist in a pessimist’s job, intercepting global communications and deciphering what they meant and who they were intended for, relaying what would often be uncomfortable news, or at the best unwanted news, to people on a daily basis. But this time his voice carried a resignation that caught Jack by surprise. The resilience gone as if it had been beaten out of him, something that was there but that had been worn down until it could no longer survive and it just gave up hope. 

				     “Okay…listen Don,” trying to bring back the assertiveness he had relied on from his old friend so many times in the past, “I need you to get in contact with all my SIS agents in the field, get them to check and report back on all known terrorists, particularly the Middle East, Iraq and Afghanistan. Okay Don?”

				     His beleaguered colleague took the orders and set them into motion, jarring himself from his wearied submission.

				     “Right Jack.”

				     “I need to know if anyone isn’t where they are supposed to be Don, as soon as possible. And I want to know as much as you can turn up on this signal and Sirocco, okay? I’ll be in Langley in three hours, I’ll see you then.”

				     Wildey snapped his cell phone closed and immediately turned his attention back to the station, as if he was jolted into action by some unseen force intuitively knowing what to do and taking leadership of the situation. Jack turned to agent Ellis Carter, “I want to see the surveillance tapes of the station, can you get hold of those?” 

				     “I don’t know what’s left of them, if anything survived the blast, Jack.” 

				     “Well find out then!” Jack responded firmly, “I want the tapes at Langley, maybe we’ll get lucky and find our bomber is on one of them. Let me know as soon as you have them. I’m going to find this sonofabitch!” 

				     “Sounds like you have a plan, Jack. Why doesn’t that surprise me? And with that, Agent Carter disappeared off into the crowd, one arm clutched around his walkie-talkie, the other directing his team into action to begin the hunt for the unknown bomber. 

				     As the agents slipped of into the chaos, each with their own tasks and objectives, Jack made his way out of the station. Emergency crews and police still swarmed around the area, darting about frantically trying to take control of a situation that was completely beyond their reach, trying to regain the power that had been so brutally robbed by an unknown assailant. Amongst all the pandemonium and confusion though, Jack made his way from the scene. He was planning his next step, and already working out how to discover who had committed, and more importantly why they had committed, this act of barbarism upon his country. 

				

				Chapter Two

				

				          In the resort town of Montreux, Switzerland, amongst the city’s grand hotels filled with the rich and cultured of Europe, sat a small villa. Sporting exquisite panoramic views over Lake Geneva, the villa was situated a short drive out of the luxurious city centre along a secluded and rarely frequented road towards the nearby village of Territet. As the month of November neared its end and after the summer bedlam of tourists visiting the Swiss Riviera had long since subsided, the town was preparing for the four week Christmas Market. The city streets were filling up once more as the year’s second busiest period was slowly stirring into action. Amongst all of this good-natured buzz and activity, as the time of forgiveness was approaching, an altogether different mood was growing. The villa’s occupants, who were private and rarely seen although not to the point of reclusion, were eagerly expecting a guest. 

				     Sabina Talib arrived at the villa early on a Monday morning ten days before the attack on Boston, travelling directly to Montreux from Geneva International Airport. Of mixed descent, her mother was Swiss, her father Iraqi, she seemed at once both a part of and alien to the magnificent surroundings and beautiful scenery in which she found herself. 

				     Colonel Sulaiman had trained Sabina as one of his ‘sleeper’ agents. She’s beautiful, ruthless, bisexual, extremely intelligent and very dangerous. Sabina, unknown to the Colonel, had no belief in his or any Arab cause. The only cause she believed in was one of self-interest, the good life and money. She was a keep fit fanatic and had a passion for working out, gambling, modern jazz piano and playing golf. She plays off six. Fearful of Sulaiman, she was careful to act the part of a dedicated terrorist knowing that Sulaiman would kill her in an instant if he knew her true beliefs. When she heard of the Colonel’s death she thought, “Great, deal’s off, let’s party.”

				     Then there was the phone call. It was Sulaiman summoning her to meet him in Montreux. She was shocked and could hardly believe what she was hearing and she dared not go, but she knew what the consequences would be if she did not. It was in Montreux where the Colonel laid out her deadly mission, Code name ‘Sirocco’.      

				     Raised in Basel in northwest Switzerland by both of her parents, Sabina had returned from spending two years in Iraq and the beautiful scenery she had once known as home now seemed very foreign to her and tested the limits to which she felt belonging. She had grown up living primarily with her mother. Her father had not been such a presence in her life, living occasionally with his wife and child in Switzerland but spending most of his time in Iraq, particularly in the city of Karbala which was his home and was where he had been raised. Regarded as one of the holiest cities in Iraq, it played a large part in his life and Sabina, although she had never visited the country as a child, was raised a Sunni Muslim by her father. 

				     The combination of this Muslim upbringing and the great influence of the lavish excesses of her mother’s western lifestyle meant Sabina never felt a true belonging to either of her parents’ homes and this dichotomy would fuel the anger and resentment that would categorize her adult life. She excelled in school but never settled with her peers and was always marked as an outsider but this only amplified her passion and drive which led her to a job as the head of a international medical instruments company based in Geneva by the age of twenty-eight; a feat which was unheard of for someone of her age and which only served to ostracize her further from society.

				     Her mother was killed in a car accident when she was eleven years old and after this her father became an even more distant presence in her life leaving Sabina to live with her grandparents and this instability dramatically affected her. Her father spent more time in Iraq and only visited Sabina for a couple of weeks a year and she began to feel even more detached from her home country as she spent more time with her father in Iraq. 

				     Through her shared upbringing, particularly after her mother’s death, she was prone to the influence of many individuals, some of whom sought to befriend and utilise her unique background, and nobody’s influence would prove to be greater than that of Colonel Sulaiman, the then Head of Saddam Hussein’s Intelligence Service. She first came into contact with Sulaiman when she was still a teenager, the introduction made by her father who had worked with Sulaiman in the Iraqi army. Unbeknown to her, Sulaiman had kept a watchful eye on her as she matured, and he offered her support when her father was killed by a bombing attack by the American Air Force on Baghdad in 2003.

				     In the wake of her father’s violent death, Sabina travelled to Iraq where Sulaiman became a mentor figure to the young and impressionable Sabina. Revealing how he had supported her and financed her upbringing and education through her father, he was the major investor in the Talib Medical Instruments Company Sabina had built in Switzerland to the point where Arab Oil Money flowing directly from the Middle East secretly fuelled the company. 

				     Walking up to the door of the villa, with only a small travel bag swung over her shoulder, Sabina looked around the garden and down to the lake as if covering her back and mentally making plans for escape should they be needed. 

				     Sulaiman opened the door before she even reached it.

				     “Welcome Sabina, come in, come in.”

				     She accepted and entered but with a hesitance that immediately marked a distance between the pair, between father and surrogate daughter. He was dressed casually but with a formality that was at odds with the tranquillity of the surrounding environment and the festive celebrations that were being prepared in the town down the road. The two walked into the front room of the villa, a huge open plan room walled on two sides by huge glass windows which opened out onto a lakeside terrace. Sabina immediately sat down in the largest chair in the room, finished in beige leather, right by the furthest window. Sulaiman walked over to her, pouring himself a drink from the table in the corner of the room as he went, and sat down in a chair opposite her. 

				     “How are you Sabina? You are looking very well.” 

				     “Thank you. I’ve been working out a lot lately,” Sabina replied, a wry smile appearing in the corner of her mouth as she turned her gaze from her former tutor out towards the snow-topped mountains and the shimmer of the lake, almost unnaturally calm in its wave-less and unbroken surface. 

				     “It’s good to see you Sabina. It has been a long time, hasn’t it?”

				     “It has indeed,” Sabina replied, her gaze still focussed out onto the lake but her thoughts focussed most definitely in the room and on the man behind her.

				     “It is nice here, this country you have chosen to return to. It is peaceful. I like that about it.” Sulaiman’s voice was calm and measured yet at the same time it was stern and direct, as if the words that he spoke were true but did not convey all that he was thinking. “But it is unusual for us, don’t you think Sabina? It is as far as possible from our homeland and the world that we know now, but one day Iraq will be just as beautiful as it was before the Americans came,” he said sipping his drink slowly as if considering his own words very carefully. Sabina did not reply.

				     “It is about time that America experienced in their own country the world of violence and suffering they have created for us for far too long. It is time that the chaos and destruction that they have spread throughout the Arabic world was turned upon them in their world!” Sulaiman spoke calmly and softly, his words rolling off the tongue with a quiet and calculating precision. He sat back in his chair and surveyed the serene winter outdoors that captivated Sabina’s gaze. Her back was still turned towards him, only now a small smile began to spread across her face.

				     “Now that President Saddam has gone and this so-called democratic government has been put in place by the Americans, they think that they have won. They think that they have beaten us and that their war is over!”

				     “I know,” Sabina turned to acknowledge her elder for the first time directly since stepping into his villa.

				     “But they are wrong, Sabina. All they have won is a country that the Americans will now find ungovernable. The war is only just beginning for them.” Sabina looked up and faced Sulaiman, the anger and passion in his voice attracting her attention as it had done many years earlier when she first came into contact with him.

				     “They do not understand the country or the people they are fighting,” Sabina said in full agreement, her words echoing Sulaiman and sounding as if he had said them himself.      

				     “Did they think that once they had invaded we would just surrender and that everyone would start waving the American flag? That their soldiers would be greeted with thanks and praise on the streets after they had invaded out country and killed our people. We have fighters coming in from all over the Middle East to help us in our fight at home. Everywhere in the world people are turning on the United States, with Hezbollah, Hamas and Taleban fighters, and public opinion is turning against the United States now that everyone can see what they have done in our country.” At this point Sulaiman stood up, and motioned to Sabina to follow him into an adjacent room which she did at once in instant response to his request. The tone of his voice implied that this was not a time for her to show any form of resistance and she wanted to hear what he had to say that had necessitated moving somewhere more private.

				     Sulaiman opened a door on the far wall and stepped aside for Sabina who stepped hesitantly into the small room. It was a smaller study with a similar glass door that opened out onto its own terrace at the opposite end of the villa. The study had only these two doors into it and as Sabina absorbed the new location in which she found herself, Sulaiman closed the study door behind them both. The study was in the same design as the rest of the villa, albeit much smaller, and in this space Sulaiman’s voice and frame dominated.

				     “Everyday we are killing more and more American soldiers, we have killed hundreds of them, more than during their so-called war, and now that our friends from neighbouring countries are supplying us with ground–to-air missiles, we are now able to shoot down the American Apache attack helicopters. In recent weeks we have shot down nine of them, killing all on board. The foreign workers the Americans are bringing into Iraq are getting killed, especially the American civilians they are bringing in to make as much money out of our country as they can. All those who are working with the Americans are being killed and soon no Iraqis will work for them. They do not care about the deaths of our people, or even the deaths of their own, all they want is to steal our oil and to make their money regardless of how many Americans have to die for it. And soon the American people will hate Bush for that!” 

				     “Some of them already do!” 

				     “But it is not enough Sabina, it will only be enough when the whole world can see who the Americans are. When their government is made to see the result of their actions. And this will only happen if it is brought home to them, onto their soil. So that they cannot ignore it.” Sulaiman’s words were full of hatred. “They have an expression in America, they call it a wake-up call. Well President Bush is about to get his wake-up call in his own back yard, and I have chosen you Sabina to deliver it. At the same time we are going to intensify our attacks on the American soldiers and traitors in Iraq, we will attack them with such force, a force that they haven’t seen since they invaded our country, and we will do this simultaneously at several different locations to cause as much death to the Americans as we can. But it is not in the fight at home that I want you Sabina.”

				     Sulaiman placed his glass on the table surface and opened a drawer on the desk at which he now sat, taking out a small notebook and holding it in his hands. Playing with the corners of the book and looking out over the lake once more, he considered his words and turned back to Sabina.

				     “Your mission has been planed with great care Sabina. Nothing has been left to chance and you are the only one I trust to carry it out. Your code name from now on will be ‘SIROCCO’, it is the name that will be used to contact you and from now on this will be the only way you will be contacted. 

				     Sabina nodded in acceptance and listened attentively.

				     “The success of this operation will spread fear into the hearts and minds of the American people, creating chaos and bringing down President Bush and his government. The American people will blame their ‘leader’ for bringing terror to America and will demand the removal of their forces from our country. It will be a lesson that the American people will never forget!” 

				     Sulaiman paused, as if he was contemplating what to do next, or contemplating the best words to use.

				     “Do you remember how it was when the Americans came when you were a child Sabina, do you remember what they did, how they treated the Iraqi people? You remember the things you saw, the things that happened to your father?” Sulaiman’s tone grew heated and threatening, “It must end, don’t you agree?”

				     Again Sabina nodded in agreement, answering swiftly but simply the questions that were put to her as her mind raced back to years she had not thought about for a long time. The time she had spent in Switzerland since had drawn a distance between the time she spent in Iraq but they were never far from her thoughts. Even now it was a part of who she was, but in this conversation it was becoming more than just a part, it was becoming exactly what she was and everything she was going to be.

				     “In this book is a list of addresses of ten safe houses in cities across America that have been rented for you for the next two months and the keys to each safe house will be delivered to you at your hotel in New York. Now this is important Sabina.”

				     “I have never known something you say not to be important, Colonel!” Sabina interrupted.

				     Sulaiman smiled to himself and did not take his eyes off the young woman who sat opposite him, the woman he had known since she was a small girl, and who he had trained to fight in the dying days of the first Gulf War. He smiled at her with all the affection of someone who had known her all their life, but at the same time he knew that he was asking something of her with was far greater than a relationship between two people could ever be. 

				     “There is a phone number in this book, a number you can call if you are in extreme danger, but only then. Do you understand?”

				     “Yes Colonel, I understand.” 

				     Sulaiman leaned over the table and handed the book to Sabina, looking at her squarely in the eyes. Sabina took the notebook from him, glancing casually down at it to avoid his line of vision; her mind questioning the threat that she felt somehow was implied in accepting it. She had known Sulaiman for a very long time, for what felt like her whole life, or at least the life that she felt most strongly a part of now.

				     Several hours passed until Sabina and Sulaiman left the study. Sulaiman walked out onto the secluded terrace and walked down to the water’s edge and Sabina collected her bag from the main room and left through the front door. Out the front a car was waiting and Sabina opened the door and got in, her every movement suddenly becoming robotic and pre-decided as if her every action was now mapped out in front of her. As the car left the driveway in the late afternoon half-light and drove towards the town, the sky opened and snow began to fall, lightly at first and then heavier. By the time the car would return to the villa, snow several inches deep would have covered the road and the driveway so that it would be impossible for the eye to tell that a car had even been there before. Nature itself was erasing the events of the past few hours. Back in town Sabina made her way through the crowded streets, and across the Place du Marche, unnoticed by the laughing and smiling faces that had appeared as if out of nowhere since earlier that very day. 

				     She walked to the train station, the Gare CFF de Montreux, at the northern most end of the town and boarded a train for Geneva. In Geneva a seat on a flight was waiting. This flight was bound for New York and would take off the following afternoon. Somewhere amongst the two hundred and forty two passengers who would be boarding would be Sabina. Her passport would identify her as Sabina Talib, a Swiss national going to the United States on business, but it would be a different person who would walk away from the airplane once she had disembarked and cleared customs and immigration. Having safely set foot on American soil to start her deadly mission of death and destruction, she would assume the identity of her alter ego, Jane Beckett.

				

				Chapter Three

				

				    Jack Wildey was sat in his chair at his desk at Langley. The CIA Head Offices building was a large if unimposing one that didn’t draw unnecessary attention to itself and it was situated in an almost reclusive location deep in Fairfax County, Virginia. Jack’s feet were up on the desktop and his head tilted back and the room was filled with the dull and monotonous sound of heavy breathing punctuated by an occasional snore. He was asleep. Having arrived back on a flight from Boston that afternoon he had decided to grab an hour’s sleep whilst he waited for the surveillance tapes from North Station.  

				     His office was a small and modest one located at the end of the corridor on the second floor towards the southwest of the building. Inside it was sparse and plain in appearance, lacking the fine finishes and upholstery of other offices. There was no real reason for this other than that Jack had no care for such things. To him, his office was for working in and it didn’t much matter what it looked like. He was unconcerned with luxuries of this kind as he saw them and his office reflected his personality perfectly; simple but effective, efficient but not flashy. His office was held in high regard by many of the staff at Langley, both because of its physical imperfections and because of the man it represented.

				     Waking suddenly and bursting back into action, the nightmare events of the last twelve hours gushed forth into his concentration immediately. After Jack regained his senses, almost as if on a pre-ordained schedule of some sort, Wise and Coyne entered his office.

				     “The years are catching up with you Jack?” Coyne laughed, “You know you can’t stay young forever!” 

				     “You mean the way it’s caught up with you Don? It must have caught up with you and run you over too the way your looking! What have you found out anyway, anything from the Middle East or Camp X-Ray?”

				     “Zip, Jack, nobody’s talking,” Don answered reluctantly, disappointed that he had no good news to offer.

				     “And what about your guys Roy? Anything?” but again the answer Jack would receive would not be the news he was hoping for.

				     “No. Nothing about terrorists operating here in the States, Jack. There has been no word at all. Either everyone is keeping real quiet on this one or it was carried out by a small group. That’s the only way it could be kept underground like this for so long!”

				     “Right, thanks Roy,” replied Jack, “keep looking though, we need to turn up something. My gut feeling tells me this came from the Middle East somewhere, it’s one of the fucking militant extremist groups, I know it!”

				     “But where, Jack? We need to be more precise than that. That region is so unstable and there is so much bad blood towards the States with the war in Iraq and Afghanistan, it could be one of any number of groups.” Roy knew as well without a doubt in his mind that this was where the attack had come from, but in the post 9/11 political climate he knew that things had to be done by the book. 

				     “I know, but this is just my gut feeling. It has never steered me wrong before and it won’t now. Don, get back to all our people and tell them to drop whatever they are doing and contact all their FREDS,” Freds being the name give by the Americans to describe their informers, “Tell them to find out anything they can about ‘SIROCCO’. Tell them to push hard. Spread some money around. In my experience, if there’s one thing that everyone understands it’s money. So get out there and see what you can turn up, okay?”

				     Coyne and Wise accepted their instructions from Jack and left his office immediately, walking off in the directions of their respective offices along the nameless and faceless corridors of Langley. 

				     Usually fizzing with the rush of people about its countless halls, Langley was subdued and overcome with a sense of stillness that was uncharacteristic. As if the very walls of this American institution had been left stunned and cowered by this attack. Its inhabitants were no fewer, but they went about their work with a vulnerability that had never before been present. Even after that fateful day in September when the landscape of the world changed, the corridors of this building, which lied deep in the heart of the security of America, did not buckle. It stood strong and resilient, but this time the unexpectedness and surprise had gone, replaced by an overwhelming sense of what bordered on fatigue. To some degree this attack had been inevitable and the halls and walkways of this prestigious building knew that. And somewhere inside Jack knew it too, and that was what frightened him. It was the feeling that on this one he had been powerless to prevent it. 

				     Several hours later, as Jack was going through files of known terrorists in the hope that something would catch his eye, that something would trigger a thought or a feeling, he began to contemplate the enormity of the situation. It was not the first time he had been in charge of so many lives, and it wasn’t the first time that such an attack had been committed against the States. The Unabomber, the Oklahoma City bombing, the 1972 bombing of the ground floor of the World Trade Centre and that fateful day of 9/11 when some three thousand five hundred innocent lives were lost by the actions of Middle Eastern fanatics attacking the Twin Towers. There were a number of cases in recent years where public buildings had been targeted. White supremacy groups, the militant militia, even single individuals with their singular motives had all been guilty at some time but this case had terrorist written all over it. 

				     It wasn’t just the scale of the attack, or the horrific scale of the destruction it had caused, that worried him. He was a veteran of Vietnam and had seen more bloodshed and life wasted than most men will ever come close to seeing in a lifetime, but this was different to everything he had seen before. There was nothing random about it. It had been planned with a specific intent and it carried a clear message, a warning, to the United States and this was what Jack feared. This attack itself possessed a real anger and hatred and because of this, his experience told him categorically that it would not be a one off.

				     As his thoughts scanned the pages in front of him, dimly lit by a solitary lamp sitting in the centre of the desk, the phone rang. Expecting to hear from the FBI about the Boston tapes, hoping that they would show some sign of hope, he picked it up and answered.

				     “Jack Wildey.”

				     At the other end of the line the speaker’s voice stopped Jack in his tracks. 

				     “Where are you Jack? You said you would pick me up at four o’clock and it’s nearly half five now!”

				    He had forgotten to pick up Louise, his long-suffering girlfriend. Or at least he’d forgotten to get someone to pick her up.

				     “I’m sorry honey. I forgot all about it. I’ll…”

				     “You forgot!” she interrupted, “Is that it Jack? You forgot again. If I could take back every hour I’ve waited for you to turn up on time, I’d look five years younger!” 

				     Jack and Louise had met in New York when Jack worked for the CIA. She was an artist from a small town in the mid-west and was in the east coast city for her first exhibition. It was outside the Metropolitan Museum of Art, who were holding an exhibition of new and undiscovered national artists, that she and Jack met, her bumping into him on the sidewalk. In many ways she was the exact opposite of him, spontaneous, unpredictable and mercurially minded, and it was only through his tough negotiation that he got her to move from her small town to the east coast. And it wasn’t long before his persuasion and belief paid off as she earned herself a part time job teaching art at George Mason University in Virginia.

				     “I didn’t mean it that way, I’m caught up in this bombing in Boston.” 

				     Louise was still to hear of the bombing, on account of her having been locked away all day in her studio on campus, but she could tell from the tone of Jack’s voice that something serious had happened and immediately forgave him. She knew very little about his work, a great deal of it was classified and she knew that it was an area that she would never be able to enter, but she knew when things were good and when things were bad. And in this case she knew that things were much worse than that. 

				     “Oh, sorry Jack, I hadn’t heard. Is it bad?”

				     Despite their years together, Jack was still surprised by her aloofness, and he was still taken aback by how she always seemed so detached from everything going on around her. But this was part of the attraction between the two, the opposite ends of the spectrum at which they both found themselves. Louise was an insular and private person, one who didn’t need to interact with or seem to need the outside world at all, whereas the outside world needed Jack. The things that seemed to matter so much to most people didn’t even occur to Louise, sometimes it infuriated him but at the same time it kept him balanced, and he knew that the things she valued were the things that really mattered. 

				     “It’s not good honey. A lot of people died today. But, listen, I’ll explain later. Give me a couple of hours and I’ll be home and we’ll go grab some dinner okay?”

				     “Right. If you show up. You are as bad as your clocks sometimes Jack, never on time! I’ll get a cab back and maybe see you later.”

				    They said their goodbyes and after Louise had hung up, Jack replaced the receiver. He knew that she would understand, and she also knew that he would probably be late again. It was a way of life for them. 

				     After sifting through files on some of the most violent and immediate threats to the US and scouring every page on some of the most notorious terrorists he was no closer to figuring out where this attack had come from. It was unusual for something of this scale not to turn up any leads but that was the situation. It had happened and they had no idea who was responsible. No one had claimed responsibility and no one was talking. And more worryingly, as Jack was convinced there would be a follow up, he was no closer to figuring out where or when this would be. But he was convinced it would be sooner rather than later.

				

				Chapter Four

				     Deep in a discreet corner of Umaween Square in Damascus on the same Saturday afternoon a man carrying a newspaper and with a wide-brimmed hat pulled down low over his face sat down on a chair at a corner café. Bob Charles removed the hat from his head and placed it on top of the newspaper which lay on the closest edge of the table in front of him. It was just after midday and the sun was at its highest in the sky, bathing the streets in an almost unbearable heat, but soon the square would quieten as the crowds of people sought shelter in the coolness of their homes.

				     It was the oldest inhabited city in the world and had grown up in the shadow of the Anti-Lebanon Mountains along the south bank of the river Barada. The length of the city’s existence paled in comparison to the atrocities it had bore witness to and the years of conflict and bloodshed had left their mark. The walls of the old city of Damascus to the east remained as a testament to the city’s origins and stood in contrast to the fast growing modern district of Mezze in the west, but the history of such a turbulent city was ingrained in every corner and every street, and in every brick of every building. 

				   In the Al-Merjeh area of the city, to the west of the old city but just south of Mezze, this foreigner made himself comfortable in the Square. His skin colour and clothing singled his difference immediately but he sat with a confidence that either meant he was experienced and wise or just naïve. The locals viewed him at first with suspicion but then moved on and went about their day, seemingly at ease with the alien amongst them.  

				     Much as the Ghouta, the oasis that surrounded the city, seemed at first to offer comfort but had acted to conceal many attacks the city has suffered, the tranquillity of the square at that time seemed ominously untruthful. Through the scatter of people a young man emerged from the far corner of the square, from the Salihiyye district towards the poorer south end of the city. He seemed to be moving straight through the square when he suddenly changed course and sat down at the table next to Charles. Facing out into the square, his eyes constantly scrutinized the crowd of people. 

				     “What do you know about ‘Sirocco’?” Charles asked.

				     The man looked puzzled at first, and then answered without turning around or facing the American asking the question.

				     “‘Sirocco’? It means the wind, the desert wind.”

				     “I know that,” Charles snapped, quickly growing impatient with the stalling of his FRED informer Yousuf. “I need to know what else it means, and I need answers fast! Okay?”

				     Yousuf surveyed the crowd again, as if looking for someone in particular to walk through, before replying again in the same avoiding manner.

				     “With the fighting in Iraq and Afghanistan and all that is happening people are very nervous at the moment. It will be difficult. I will see what I can do but it will cost money.”

				     “Doesn’t it always?” Charles moved the newspaper that he had placed on the table towards Yousuf, whose gaze was still firmly fixed on the mass of people in front of him, and told his informer that there was a thousand US dollars concealed within it. Yousuf turned his head slightly, reached over and picked up the paper from the table and turned once again to the crowd of people.

				     “Meet me here tomorrow afternoon. I may have some information for you by then.” 

				     Before the last word had left his mouth he had got up from his seat, the paper held tightly in front of him, and walked off out of the market in the opposite direction to that which he had entered by. Charles waited a few minutes at the table so as to disguise the pair’s meeting to the casual observer, and then he too got up and left the square. He walked slowly round its perimeter rather than through the centre, and then made his way north through the city towards the Europeanised residential quarter.

				     Back at Langley, as the skies grew dark and the night closed in, the communications department picked up a signal that had been sent from Damascus that very same afternoon. The communications agent who received the signal noted the ID number and took it straight to Coyne. 

				HOPE TO HAVE NEWS FROM FRED ON SIROCCO LATE TOMORROW.10. 

				     Coyne read the message and recognised the ID number immediately as Bob Charles’ and went straight to Jack’s office, relieved to finally have a lead and some good news that he could report. 

				     “Jack, we may have something, it’s not much yet but…”

				     Jack interrupted before Don could even finish his sentence, such was his need to know that they had something to go on, “What is it?”

				     “It looks like your gut feeling on this may be right.”

				     Once Jack had read the message he too shared Don’s feeling of relief. It contained no detail and they knew nothing of Charles’ activities in the square, and it told them no more than they had already suspected, but yet it was just the news they had been waiting for. It was nothing to go on but it was at least a chance that something would come up and so far, it was the best news they had received. 

				     Charles was an SIS agent and was someone that Jack knew very well. Bob was a very similar man to Jack in that he was as direct as they come, he got the job done no matter what it took and Jack knew that he was reliable in this way. Charles had been working in the Middle East for many years and had been in Syria for two. His official role was as the Press Officer for the American Embassy in Damascus and his cover was secret to such a degree that even the men and women he worked with within the embassy were not aware of his real identity. 

				     “Good…now we’re moving. If anyone can worm out this Sirocco shit, it’s Bob Charles. Thanks Don. Let Roy know. And let me know as soon as you hear back from Charles. We are going to have to move fast on this.”

				     Jack re-read the message, absorbing it fully as if going over the ten words it contained again would somehow help him. And help him it did, although not in the way he had anticipated, and he jumped up out of his seat and rushed to put on his coat.

				     “Oh shit…I’m late. Can you do me a favour, Don? Call Louise and tell her I am on my way. She’ll be mad as hell by now!”

				     “Oh sure Jack, it’s my job to intercept messages not send them! What am I? Your god damned social secretary?” Don teased, with a friendly sarcasm.

				     Jack laughed as he hurried towards the door.

				     “You can be anything you set your mind to Don, and don’t ever forget it!”

				     And with that he left his office. Don could see his coat-flailing behind him as he rushed down the corridor and the door slowly closed behind him. For someone who was always in such command at work, it always amused him that he could be this disorganised at home. 

				

				Chapter Five

				     Yousuf made his way through the crowded streets of southern Damascus, leaving the relative safety of the old city district for the quieter streets of the south. Its hordes of market traders and those making their way to the shrine of Sheik Muhi al-Din ibn Arabi provided a backdrop into which anyone could slip unnoticed. The southern area of the city was much poorer and had not benefited from the Europeanised development that had taken place further north towards the Barada. It had developed almost entirely without official approval and had grown out into the Ghouta becoming a dangerous place for Arabs and a no-go area for anyone of western descent. 

				     Yousuf lived in the south-eastern end of the city and was well accustomed to the threats that were inherent just walking the streets. It was a way of life he had grown up with and it was something he no longer gave any thought to. The streets were filled with children sent out to beg by their families and it was impossible to move anywhere without being accosted and harassed. Cars occasionally rolled through the streets and, much as in the underbelly of any large city, some were filled with local hoodlums and the constant threat of violence emanated from these cars at all times. Yousuf had grown used to weaving through these streets he called home and blending into the buildings, avoiding all those who filled the streets so as he remained unnoticed by them too. But this time his ability to blend in deserted him and he moved along the streets unaware of the two men following behind.

				     As he turned the corner into the street where he lived and walked down the right hand side, he saw a black car, driver and passenger seats occupied, sat a hundred yards down from him. He had noticed it but he carried on his path unchanged so as to appear that he was oblivious to his environment. As he approached the car, the two men who had been chasing his shadow since he left the square twenty minutes earlier quickened their pace until they were only a few feet behind him. Standing out from the other people in the road, who were drifting through the day aimlessly, the two men behind seemed to move with a purpose that frightened Yousuf. 

				     He quickened his step but did not turn around, trying to pretend that he had not noticed them, but he had. And he knew they had noticed he was aware of their presence. As he approached the car near the end of the street, the back passenger door opened and Yousuf could see that in addition to the driver and front passenger, another man was sat in the rear passenger seat. Yousuf sensed all of the men were watching him and he suddenly felt the urge to run but by this point it was too late. From behind, a hand reached out and grabbed his left arm, bending it firmly behind his back and another hand reached the back of his head and his right shoulder. Unable to release himself from the tight grip that had come without warning, Yousuf’s head was pushed down. The two men who had been following him, and watching him unseen in the market place only half an hour earlier, forced him into the back of the car through the open door and left him to the mercy of the occupants. They then turned away from the car and walked off in opposite directions and were soon out of sight. 

				     His head was forced down between the seats and his arms were pulled tight behind his back and tied with rope before Yousuf could see what was going on. The man who had been sat in the rear passenger seat hit him squarely in the temple, not to harm him badly but to shock him and to stop his vain attempts to release himself. The man in the front passenger seat then got into the back of the car and the leader instructed the driver to move and the car lurched into motion, the rear door swinging shut as it pulled away from the street and out of the city.

				     The car hurtled through the city streets until it was out of the confines of its built up surroundings and out onto the road leading south through the Ghouta. The car bumped along the uneven road, picking up speed and putting more and more distance between itself and the city and Yousuf lay on the floor of the car, held down by the men in the back and with the barrel of a handgun pushed firmly against the back of his head.

				     “Who are you? What do you want?” Yousuf asked, his words muffled by the floor of the car against which his face was pressed and almost drowned out by the noise of the engine. His kidnappers didn’t answer. 

				     “Why are you doing this to me?” but again he got no reply from his unknown kidnappers and he struggled to move his head so that he could turn slightly to see the faces of the men. The car took a sudden turn off of the main road, jolting as it rode over rocks and holes causing Yousuf’s head to crash into the floor. With his hands fixed behind his back by rope, he had nothing to protect his face and he gashed his head on the floor of the car, opening up a large cut on the side of his face and causing his mouth to bleed. The gun which pushed into the back of his head, held in place by one of the two kidnappers, had cause a large welt to rise up and it too began to bleed sending blood trickling down the back of his neck and onto his clothes.

				     Suddenly the car stopped. Yousuf had no idea how long they had been driving, or where he had been taken to, but they must have driven for an hour or more. As the kidnappers got out of the stationary vehicle Yousuf was dragged out of the car and he fell onto the road. All he could see was a derelict building twenty yards from where they were standing and a few old houses down the dirt road. The derelict building was little more than four walls and a roof. It had just one small hole in the stone for a window and a larger hole, reaching from the ground almost to the roof, which would once have been the doorway but now seemed to be little more than the epicentre for the building to disintegrate into.

				     Yousuf tried to stand but had no strength in his legs from having been forced into the cramp confines of the car and when he tried to get up he stumbled feebly back to the ground. 

				     “Pick him up!” ordered one of the kidnappers, upon which Yousuf was hauled up by his arms and dragged into the building, his feet fumbling around underneath him struggling to support the weight of his body. As the men led him into the building, the rope gnawing at his wrists, Yousuf looked around again desperately looking for someone he could cry out to for help. For someone or something, even just the knowledge that he was not alone would be of some comfort but this solace never came. It was deserted in all directions and as the sun slowly went down on the horizon, rays flickering across the empty desert, he felt that even it was abandoning him and turning its back. 

				     Inside the building it was dark and it took Yousuf a moment for his eyes to adjust. Dust hung in the air as if it had not been disturbed for a long time and it caught in the back of his throat, drying out his mouth and making him gag. The kidnapper who had held the gun kicked him and pushed him to the ground, his face hitting the rock and rubble that comprised the floor. He then pulled him along the ground, Yousuf’s body leaving a trail in the dirt, down to the end of the room where his captors made him get up and stand on a wooden crate next to the wall. Two of the other kidnappers cut the rope binding his hands and pulled them above his head. A third stood in front holding a gun trained on Yousuf’s weak and weary body, as they forced his hands into a row of chains that ran along the wall about ten foot off the ground. Rusted metal clasps attached around his wrists clawed at the broken skin as the chains were pulled tight and anchored in a hook in the ground somewhere off to his left. Yousuf screamed and shouted but the kidnappers took no notice, ignoring his every word. As he pleaded with them the man holding the gun walked up to him, struck him across the face with the barrel of the gun, and kicked the crate out from under his feet.

				     Yousuf’s agonising screams filled the room as his arms and shoulders took the weight of his body and the chains tightened in their fastenings. His feet swung beneath him, six inches off the floor, as he struggled to find the ground below him but no matter how much he tried it would not come to his aid. He pulled on the chains and lifted his body to ease the pain but he could not hold himself up and his feet scratched at the wall behind him in a desperate attempt to support his body.

				     The kidnapper walked up to him and hit him in the ribs with his gun and Yousuf screamed again.

				     “Open his shirt!” the kidnapper ordered as the man on Yousuf’s left stepped forward and ripped his shirt down to his waist.

				     Yousuf looked through his blood soaked eyes and could see one of the kidnappers placing something on the ground in front of him. Through the pain and panic he could make out what it was and he wrestled with the chains in a futile attempt to get away. The kidnapper in front of him bent down and picked up what Yousuf knew was an electric shock probe, and then he stepped in towards him. 

				     “Tell me about your friend. The American spy you met today.”

				     Yousuf was weak with the pain and could barely hold his head up. “I don’t know any American spies!” he moaned. Every time he struggled and with every breath he took the chains cut into his wrist more and more.

				     “Well maybe this will help you remember,” the kidnapper spat and he pushed the electric shock probe into Yousuf’s stomach. His body jolted and jarred and his eyes bulged in their sockets as the current seared through his flesh. His neck grew tense as the muscles tightened around his chest and throat and his legs shot out from underneath him, his hands burning as the current searched for somewhere to go.

				     “Why did you meet the American spy?”

				     Barely able to speak, Yousuf strained through the pain as every muscle in his body seized. “He’s not a spy. He’s the press officer at the American Embassy,” the words tumbling over each other to escape the agonized body as Yousuf shivered and shook.

				    The kidnapper stood silent for a moment then pushed the probe into Yousuf’s reeling body again. His feet gripped the wall behind and pushed his body out as far as it would go so until his arms were fully extended. His body hung forward away from the stone behind and his eyes bulged with the pain.

				     As the kidnapper withdrew the probe Yousuf’s body relaxed and swung back against the wall. His heart beat with a speed it could barely manage and his broken and bleeding organs burned inside his body. His bladder emptied its contents and urine ran down his leg making a pool on the dry earth beneath. 

				     “If you lie to me again I will put this in your mouth,” the kidnapper said menacingly, “What were you talking about?”

				     “He asked me if I knew about Sirocco and what it was, I told him it meant ‘the desert wind,’” Yousuf replied, half screaming the words out of his body and with tears streaming down his face.  

				     “What else did he ask you?”

				     “He asked me to try and find out what else Sirocco means. That’s all, I swear it.”

				     The kidnapper stepped back and let the probe fall down to beside his leg.

				     “How much did the American pay you?”

				     “A thousand dollars. You can have it. It’s right here in my pocket.”

				     As the kidnapper rummaged in his pockets, pulling out a bundle of notes wrapped tightly in a circle, Yousuf saw a chance to save himself.

				     “I’ll help you. I’ll work for you. I’ll do anything you want me to. The American trusts me.”

				     “You want to work for us?” the kidnapper replied.

				     Yousuf smiled and said whatever he thought would get him down from the chains, which had now broken through to the bone.

				     “Yes, I’ll work for you.”

				     “Okay. You can work for us. You can even have your money back,” said the kidnapper and he placed the money back in Yousuf’s trouser pocket.

				     “Thank you. Thank you. Tell me what I can do for you. Anything. I’ll do anything.” Yousuf looked around at each of the kidnappers and pleaded to each of them.

				     “When are you meeting the American again?” one of them asked.

				     “Tomorrow afternoon. At four o’clock. At the café in the square where I met him today!” Yousuf detailed when and where he would be meeting Bob Charles again and told his captors how he had known him and what he had done for him before. But as the final words left his mouth he felt a change in the room and he suddenly felt even more small and vulnerable than he had before.

				     “Well, your work for us is done then!” the kidnapper in charge said, partly to Yousuf and partly to the other kidnappers, “and we don’t want you working for the Americans anymore do we?” With this sentence his face hardened and he looked right into the eyes of his victim on the wall, piercing Yousuf’s short-lived hope of survival and telling him with this look alone what Yousuf feared the most. 

				     The kidnapper on Yousuf’s left stepped forward, removed the money from Yousuf’s pocket and turned round to pick something up from the ground. Before Yousuf could see what it was, he felt the cold sharp tip of the probe on his skin again and the current surged through his body once more. When the current stopped, he opened his eyes and saw the room before him. For a moment he thought he saw a car flick past the open window on his left, momentarily silhouetted against the half crescent of the sun that still remained, but it in a second it was gone, if it had ever been there. No one was coming. 

				     The kidnapper who had taken the money walked up to Yousuf and placed a clear plastic bag with a nylon cord over his head. The room became a blur as Yousuf strained to see through the plastic sheath that encased his head and as he struggled on the chains the kidnapper pulled the cord tight and knotted it. As Yousuf gasped for air, he unwittingly sucked the plastic onto his face and covered his mouth and nose. As he drew his last breath, he struggled and tore at the clasps around his wrists to try and reach his face but the chains would not move. 

				     The kidnapper with the money handed it to the man who stood in front of Yousuf’s screaming body. He put it in his pocket without looking down, stepped forward and struck the blood-covered Yousuf in front of him twice in the abdomen and then once in the head. 

				     Yousuf’s skull cracked, filling the plastic bag with blood and then there was silence. The pain and agony was over. Yousuf had looked for a forgiveness that was not there and he had paid for this with his life, his body still suspended from the wall by the chains. The only sound to be heard outside was the closing of the car doors and the tyres in the dirt as the kidnappers sped away. Inside, as the sun finally set, the room was plunged into a silent darkness, punctuated only by the slow but steady drip as the blood ran down Yousuf’s motionless body and formed a crimson pool on the earth below.

				

				Chapter Six

				

				     The following afternoon Bob Charles left his office at the American Embassy and made his way through the city streets for Umaween Square. He had informed Jack that he was meeting with a FRED and was hoping that his meeting with Yousuf would provide some information on Sirocco but he had no inclination as to what the code could mean. Although he had heard of the bombing in Boston the previous morning he had not supposed that there was any link to the information that Yousuf was to provide him. Yousuf was a reliable source and had been an informer for Charles for many years but he was small time, known and respected on the streets, but not involved with any serious groups and he was not known to have any direct connections to terrorist activity. All he could provide was the word on the street, the word that was passed between city dwellers. But this, despite its local limitations, was valuable as it was not the kind of information that was open to westerners. This information was dependent upon but also subject to the trickle down theory; all information is passed from one person to another and so despite Yousuf’s lowly position he could find out things that originated much higher than him. The accuracy of this could not always be counted on though as it would have passed through many men before reaching him. With this in mind, Charles made his way through the city to the meeting place.

				    Keeping a low profile, or as low a profile as the colour of his skin and his attire would allow him, he walked briskly along the tight and cramped streets as if he had known them all of his life, at the same time wary and confident of his surroundings. Nearing four pm, the crowds had died down and the square was quieter and the heat of the day had passed but it was still uncomfortable for Charles and his body sweated and strained in the still excessive temperatures. 

				     Charles was a middle-aged man and he wore the years like badges on a uniform. His beard was untrimmed and greying and the stone-coloured jacket he wore looked as if it was as old as he was. He did not expect there to be any trouble but his experience had taught him that it was better to be prepared than caught off guard, or in this case, it was better to carry a gun and not need it than to need one and not have it. As the sun began its descent from its high point in the sky, his experience was strapped firmly across his chest under his left arm in the form of a Browning 9mm semiautomatic.

				    When Charles neared the square he checked his watch. It read ten minutes to four. He was to meet Yousuf on the hour and his informer was never late. He went to a market on the corner of the square and purchased a newspaper, so he could soak up some of the feeling that was gestating in the city and also so he could remain in the square without attracting unwanted attention. 

				     After leafing through the paper he slid it under his right arm and made his way to meet Yousuf. At this point, a car with two passengers, which had been sitting round the corner with full view of the square and unseen by Charles, roared into action.  As Charles reached the middle of the square, the car drove at high speed straight at him. It all happened so fast that Bob Charles had no chance to get out of the way and the oncoming car hit him. His body was sent flying into the air and it rolled across the roof and hit the ground headfirst.

				     The car sped off up the street and careered around a corner and then it was gone, the noise of the engine that had been so loud only moments earlier quickly becoming muffled and distant. Charles’ body lay still. 

				     The car had struck him head on and he had taken the full force of the speeding vehicle. When the car hit him, his outstretched arm was broken as he tried to shield himself and his head had crashed into the windshield of the car leaving a bloodstained crack in the glass. His body had been thrown into the air and now lay stretched out in the middle of the road, his legs broken and crumpled beneath him. He lay still and silent and a thin trickle of blood ran down his face, his eyes open and staring at the sky. 

				     Within seconds his body was surrounded as people pushed and prodded him to see if he was alive but they got no response. He was already dead, killed immediately by the impact. The crowd of onlookers grew as his body lay open and unprotected. A young man frisked him and found his gun but ignored the rest of his possessions. Aiming into the air, he pulled the trigger and the crowd dissipated at the sound of the gunshot. As the people ran off, the man walked away holding Charles’ semiautomatic in his hands and with this acquisition the body was left alone, lying solitary in the street, discarded and ignored like his other belongings had been seconds earlier.

				

				     Miles out of the city, as the sun set across the desert, a couple of young boys were playing football. Kicking the ball across the sand and dust it seemed a million miles from the chaos and violence of the city, the boys running and laughing with a youthful exuberance and innocence that hadn’t yet been stripped from them. Kicking the ball back and forth, they chased each other around the road, which was deserted except for their laughs and movements and the derelict building that they knew so well and had played in many times, its shadow now spreading as the sun dipped in the sky. 

				     As the boys’ game neared the decrepit building the shadow seemed to move, stretching towards the boys, until they were playing within its spindling grasp. The ball bounced along, seemingly influenced by the elongated shadow, and it rolled towards the building and through the crumbling doorway. The boys ran after it and into the darkness within. 

				     The taller and older of the two boys searched in the black for the ball and noticed something at the end of the room on the far wall. Temporarily forgetting about the ball that had dominated his thoughts before, he walked deeper into the darkness towards the bulk that was hanging from the wall at the end of the room and as he got closer the object became clearer. The smaller boy had found the ball and had joined his friend, staring at the cloth-covered body in front of them. He reached out and pulled back part of the cloth, the remnants of Yousuf’s shirt, to expose the bloodied face concealed within the plastic. The smaller boy stood motionless and then ran from the building but the older boy remained, transfixed and incredulous at what he saw before him. 

				     He looked at the lifeless corpse. The plastic was cracked and the clothes were torn and stained with blood. The body had been there a while; the face had turned blue and the eyes were wide open, staring out through the plastic. It was chained to the wall and the arms hung up vertically, disguising the human shape it had once adopted. The boy stood still in front of the corpse, transfixed equally by fear and intrigue. It no longer looked like a person, the skin had become leathery and translucent and it hung unnaturally, its limbs bending in a way that a body that was alive could not. The boy stood there for almost a minute, surveying his discovery, then he turned and ran out of the building, leaving the body and the ball behind in the darkness. 

				

				     Back in the city, the news of the hit and run did not stay unreported for long. Once the crowds had moved on and it was safe, the incident had been reported to the police and from there it had been reported up the chain of command. The US Ambassador was in his office dictating a letter to his assistant when the telephone rang. It was a call from the Damascus Chief of Police who informed him that the embassy’s press officer, Bob Charles, had been killed in a hit-and-run incident. The Chief of Police viewed it as an unfortunate incident, perhaps an accident or at the worst a crime fuelled by the growing anti-American sentiment, but he had not conceived of it being a part of anything further. To him, Bob Charles was a lowly press officer, a government pencil pusher who had the misfortune to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.

				     “Are you sure it was Mr Charles?” the Ambassador requested, knowing Charles’ full identity and that it was unlikely it was an accident or an isolated and unconnected incident.

				     “I’m afraid so sir, yes,” his thick Syrian accent softened by a western colloquialism he had developed through working with the American diplomatic community for many years, “He had his diplomatic passport and press card on him. He’s in the morgue at the Assad University Hospital. I’m very sorry.”

				     “Right.” The Ambassador processed the news quickly, fully aware of Bob’s identity, “Thank you for your call, if you’re in agreement, I’ll arrange to have his body collected and sent home to his family in America.” The Ambassador carefully concealed his suspicions from the start.

				     “That’s fine,” the Chief of Police replied, “I’ll tell the morgue to expect your people to collect the body of Mr Charles. Once again, I am so sorry. Please convey my condolences to his family.” 

				     The Ambassador replaced the receiver and turned to the Air Force Attaché present in the room, “Bob Charles has been killed, a hit-and-run in the city square.”

				     “Jesus! Do you think that Syrian Intelligence broke his cover sir?” the Attaché offered, “Maybe they killed him and made it look like a hit-and-run.”

				     “No, I don’t buy that,” his voice lingering for a moment as he considered his choices, “he’d be more use to them alive if they thought they could prove he was a spy.” He turned to his assistant, “Go and check if it really is Bob. I need to know for sure, but if it is, and I hope to god that it isn’t, but if it is, send a signal to the Pentagon. They need to know.”

				     His assistant made his way towards the door hurriedly. 

				     “There’s something going on here that we haven’t been informed about. Bob was far too careful for this to have been an accident. He’s been one of our best field agents for fifteen years god damn it! He’d know better than to go risking himself like that!”

				     He shouted at his assistant before he had the chance to leave the room, “and if it is Bob, find out what he was doing down that in that district in the first place!”

				     The assistant left the room, struggling through the door and letting it slam behind him. 

				

				Chapter Seven

				

				     It was late afternoon when Jack walked from the study in his house into the kitchen and sat down at the table with his clocks. He had not returned home until two in the morning, hours later than he had planned and hours later than even Louise had expected. He was dressed only in a pair of shorts and he rubbed his eyes as if he had only just awoken. He picked up one of the clocks and put it to his ear, listening for the slightest hint of life amongst its cogs and filaments, and placed it back on the table. He got up and took a can of beer out of the fridge. He opened it and took a swig, and then walked over to the window. 

				    The garden was full of leaves that had built up at one side of the grass in the blustery wintry winds. It had remained untended for several weeks, he had been too busy and Louise was not the gardening type. It would have amazed him if she had even noticed the leaves and sprouting weeds. As he surveyed the seasonal shift that was overcoming his white picket-fenced slice of Americana, Louise walked into the kitchen wearing only a bathrobe. 

				     Her hair was unbrushed and she wasn’t wearing any make up but her beauty radiated through nonetheless. She was the envy of women half her age and possessed a natural beauty that many women would kill for. A natural blonde, her face was round and her features sat easily on a pretty face that didn’t require hours in front of the mirror on a daily basis. 

				     “For a guy that loves playing around with old clocks, how come you’re never on time, Jack?”

				     Smiling and without missing a beat, “I was born late, didn’t you know?”

				     Louise laughed and walked round behind Jack placing her hand on his bare shoulders and running the other through her hair. 

				     “Do you want a drink?” Jack asked.

				     “If it’s in a glass…” she replied.

				     Jack smiled as she picked up a glass from the sideboard and poured half of his can of beer into it, watching it slowly fizz up the side. Once the bubbles had retreated, he poured the rest in and placed the can back on the table.

				     “Don’t worry about leaving any, I’ll just get another one,” Jack teased and he made to get up but Louise pushed him back into the chair.

				     “You don’t have to, we can share this one. Or isn’t it manly enough to drink from a glass? It’s alright Jack, no one’s watching.”

				     He laughed and took a long swig from the glass, half emptying it as if to make a point. Louise rested against the table beside him and picked up the glass, gently sipping it to mock his feeble statement of masculinity. As she supped on the beer, he ran his hand around her waist and pulled her in, spilling beer down her fingers as she tried to hold the glass steady.

				     “Quit it okay, you’ll make me spill this!” 

				     But Jack didn’t listen and as Louise laughed he ran his hands over her waist and over the small of her back, pulling her robe open by the lightly fixed tie on the front.

				     “Then put it down,” he replied. 

				     She placed the glass back on the table and Jack pulled her in closer towards him. As he cupped his hands around her, he lent in and kissed her softly on the lips as her robe fell open. She responded, kissing him passionately and sinking into his strong grasp as he lifted her into his arms.

				     As the lovers embraced, the red telephone began to sound. Kissing her gently, Jack suddenly became very serious and turned his attention away from Louise. She knew it wasn’t that he placed his work over her, but that his work was important, not just to him but to the others who depended upon him. This didn’t stop it from irritating her though, and it did upset her, but she knew that this was the man she had fallen for and she would have to accept it. 

				     “I’ve got to take that honey, it’s the office okay, I won’t be a minute.”

				     Louise stood up as he picked up the receiver and walked over to the window, glass in hand.

				     The voice on the other end was Don, calling from Langley.

				     “Jack, something has happened in Damascus, You’d better get over here.”

				     “Okay Don, I’m on my way, I’ll be about a hour.”

				     “Work calls again?” Louise enquired, her back turned to him.

				     “Yeah, I’m sorry honey. Look, why don’t you stay over tonight and we’ll pick up from where we left off when I get back.”

				     Louise nodded reluctantly, “Okay, but try and make it before midnight this time, otherwise don’t even think about waking me!”

				     Jack kissed the back of her neck and made the promises that he knew he couldn’t guarantee and went into the bedroom to get changed, hastily pulling on a pair of pants and a shirt. 

				     He put his bare feet into his shoes. He never wore socks no matter what the weather. It was a habit that incensed Louise but he maintained that socks made his feet overheat and that he found them uncomfortable. To him they were a superfluous item of clothing and one he didn’t need. 

				     With this he snatched his jacket from the back of the kitchen door and left. Louise muttered under her breath and walked into the bathroom to take a shower, knowing full well she would probably be going to sleep alone that evening.

				

				     Jack’s car pulled out of the driveway at speed. It was only seventeen miles to Langley but there were no main roads to follow and it took an eternity, or at least what seemed like an eternity to him. He drove up to the gates and flashed his badge, although security had long since recognised his beat up Chevy Nova. In a car park full of sports cars and fifty thousand dollar saloons his fifteen-year old relic resembled more the first car someone might own rather than the car of someone of his position. 

				

				     As security waved him through he drove up to the front of the building and parked in his usual place right by the front entrance. He swiped his card at the door and entered, passing the security guards and taking the stairs to his floor rather than the elevator. Entering his office he could see that Don was already there waiting for him, his eyes scurrying rapidly over a report he had laid out across the desk. 

				     “Jack, glad you’re here. We received this earlier this evening from Damascus. It doesn’t sound like good news.”

				     Don handed the signal to Jack who read it:

				                            10. NON-ACTIVE. DAMASCUS STATION. 

				     “I contacted Damascus the moment I got this,” Don continued, “apparently Charles was killed in a hit-and-run!”

				     Jack remained silent for a minute. It took him a moment to absorb the information that his old friend was dead. It didn’t seem real at first, he had rushed in expecting Bob to have unearthed some information for them on ‘Sirocco’ and instead he was reading this. He was angry and he felt helpless, unable to help his friend. Without any information they had no move to make, and there was nothing he could do now but his mind still filled with re-runs of the scenario; what if he had warned his friend of what he was getting into? What if he had told him more about what they expected? He felt guilty and responsible in some way for what had happened but deep down he knew he couldn’t have done it any other way. 

				     Composing himself, he turned to Don, “This sucks. I don’t buy it. Does Wise know about it yet?”

				     “Not yet Jack. But he’s on his way in too.”

				     “Well tell him when he gets here that I need to speak to him, okay? Jesus fucking Christ! Someone’s going to pay for this.”

				     Jack slammed the folder down on the desk and the sheet containing the signal slipped out and onto the floor, sliding across the carpet.

				     

				     Jack had been at his desk for nearly an hour when Roy showed. He had gone through almost every file on every known terrorist in the last twelve hours but nothing had seemed to add up, no new information was turning up and they didn’t have any ‘old’ information to fall back on. He had his instincts but he needed something concrete to go on and as time ticked by on the clock on the far wall of his office Jack felt like the seconds were counting down, moving closer to some cataclysmic destination he did not want to see realised.

				     “Jack, you okay?” Roy burst into the room, eager to find out the news that Don had intimated to him, “What has happened? Tell me it’s good news…”

				     Jack handed him the signal without saying anything and Roy knew from his colleague’s withdrawn silence that the news he was about to receive was far from good. Reading the signal, he took in the news of Charles’ death, reeling at the abruptness of it and, despite the mere five words that lay written on the piece of paper he held in his hand, the violent demise he was sure Bob had met stunned him for a moment.

				     “Jesus, I’m sorry Jack, when did this come in?” and Jack responded this time but still didn’t take his eyes from the files in front of him, he was so determined and driven to look at every available piece of information as it was all he had to go on.

				

				     “About an hour ago…it has got to be connected to this ‘Sirocco’ shit, Roy. I can feel it in my bones. There is no way that this is just a coincidence, no god damned way at all!” his voice raised in volume considerably from the hushed and considered tones of moments earlier. 

				     Jack felt the death of his friend, and it had struck him more deeply than he had anticipated. The bombing in Boston was atrocious and hundreds had died but this felt personal, as if it was targeted at him directly. In his work he had faced death on so many occasions he could not list them one by one, but it was usually on a scale one removed from him. It involved field agents he hadn’t met, or civilians who would be known to him for the duration of a mission and then would pass out of his life as he moved on to the next assignment. 

				    Although he had not seen or spoken to Charles for some time he felt his death as if he had been standing in the very same street. He had not felt this since his years in the military when he had witnessed the pain of the battlefield, seeing friends killed and wounded first hand, but in the intervening years these feelings had receded from his memories. 

				     “Get in contact with Damascus, Roy. We need to get them up to speed on what’s going on here. Tell them to send whatever they have on Bob’s ‘FRED’, no matter how small it is, and anything they have on ‘Sirocco’, okay?”

				     “Sure thing, Jack.”

				     “And I mean anything, I don’t care if it it’s ten years old or from Timbuktu, I want to know about it.”

				     “Right Jack, I’ll have my guys on it right away.”

				     Jack sat back in his chair for the first time since Roy had entered the room, putting down the nameless photos and faceless files that occupied his hands. He looked tired but his eyes burned with a conviction now that seemed to ignite his whole body into action.

				     “Something big is going down, and I don’t mean with all the shit that is happening in Iraq and Afghanistan, I mean right here in the States. Within hours of our contacting Bob to look into ‘Sirocco’ he turns up dead, killed in a ‘hit-and-run’? That’s bullshit for starters! I’ve got a real bad feeling about this. And we can’t afford to sit here on our butts doing nothing!”

				     Just as Jack was in full swing, he was interrupted by the phone again, the second time that evening he had been cut short by its singular ringing. Picking it up angrily, he answered.

				     “Wildey.”

				     It was FBI Agent Carter on the line from Boston, slightly taken aback by Jack’s abrupt tone.

				     “Jack, it’s Carter here, I’m afraid you are not going to believe this but I have some bad news for you. We haven’t got any footage from the cameras here at North Station.” 

				     “What?” incredulously, “No footage at all?”

				     “No, sorry Jack, the tapes themselves were destroyed in the explosion and no back ups were kept. They should have been fed as recorded to an off-site electronic storage facility but they weren’t. And apparently they haven’t been for some time.”

				     “Let me guess, it was too costly right? Some management asshole decided it wasn’t worth the money.”

				     “You got it, Jack. But it means we haven’t got any footage here, not from inside the station, or from outside. The best we can do is tapes from up and down the line, the adjacent Haymarket and Community College stations have full records of the day.”

				

				    “Right, send them over but I don’t think we’ll find anything. Our bomber wouldn’t have been foolish enough to expose themselves anymore than they had too, but send them down anyway. We’ll take a look for what its worth. Thanks Ellis, and you’re wrong you know, nothing surprises me anymore, not a god damned thing.”

				     And with that he slammed the receiver down. Without being able to look at the bomber’s entrance and exit points they had no chance of getting a visual ID. If they could see where their bomber had come from, or where they left the station they could begin to narrow their focus. It was the second piece of bad news that day and Jack felt that he had taken two steps back instead of forward. And they were still nowhere nearer to tracking their bomber down.

				

				Chapter Eight

				

				     Sabina left her hotel to go to her office but couldn’t get a cab because of the appalling weather and so she resorted to her less favoured option of taking the subway. She sat squeezed in on a crowded subway train somewhere between 48th Street and Eighth Avenue. The commuters were crammed in shoulder to shoulder and every time the doors opened people piled out onto the station concourse gasping for air, eager to fill their lungs with air that was only slightly less tainted with the noxious fumes and body odour that filled each carriage. A hundred foot above them the early winter weather had given way to a torrent of snow which fell upon New York City, half frozen and half melted. The temperature was more than cold enough but the heat that emanated upwards from the swarming city streets meant that by the time it reached ground level it was nothing more than a polluted slush. This sludge had managed to find its way into the warren of tunnels that ran beneath, trampled through by thousands of marauding feet, and it now lined the corridors, escalators and carriages too as it had on the surface. 

				     Sabina was sat between an elderly lady on one side, her feet surrounded by shopping bags and her hair buried beneath a scarf that attempted to conceal all but her nose and mouth, and on the other side a group of college students resplendent in matching NYU tops laughed and hollered, clearly causing annoyance to other travellers. One woman across voiced her irritation, and that of the rest of the carriage, but was at first ignored and then abused by the group of hormonally-imbalanced and libido-led youths. Sabina surveyed the encompassing consumerism and communal disregard on display in the subway train, which served as an acute and accurate microcosm of the greater nation which lay outside, and kept her thoughts to herself, even refusing to acknowledge the attempts at conversation the Hispanic lady beside her tried to initiate. 

				    Sabina got off the train at 42nd Street, leaving the heaving throng inside, and made her way to the exit. Walking out into the bitter New York winter, the wind blew cold through the wide streets and was a welcome relief from the stale and stagnant air of the subway below. 

				     She crossed the street and walked eastwards and after only a few minutes she was almost there. Only a couple of hundred yards down was the offices of T.M.I. at 230 Park Avenue.

				     The building bordered East 45th and East 46th Street and Vanderbilt Avenue at the rear. It was 185 yards tall and comprised of thirty-five floors. It was a relatively old building compared to some of the more modernist buildings in its vicinity. Construction was completed in 1929 and had been altered little since. It had an art deco charm and dripped with history from its every brick; the tower had served as the headquarters of the New York Central railroad companies initially but recently its ownership had changed frequently and in early 2006 it was bought for seven hundred and five million dollars by Istithmar, an investment firm owned by the royal family of Dubai. 

				     The ninth floor was taken over by Talib Medical Instruments, which was a subsidiary of the medical instruments company in Geneva that Sabina was the head of. Sabina had been to the offices several times before and had a photographic memory so she knew exactly where to go. She entered the foyer and made her way straight to the express elevator at the rear. Walking straight through the lobby ignoring the receptionists and burly security guards it was only seconds before a large man in uniform stopped her. 

				     Positioning himself in front of Sabina he towered over her. A large moustache snaked across his upper lip and curled in the corners where it was noticeably unkempt, making him look more like a pastiche of a security guard and his bulging weight, which constantly threatened his overflowing waistline, did nothing to oppose this. A small handgun was holstered but visible on his hip and a walkie-talkie and baton completed his considered and laboured attempt at authority.

				     “Can I help you ma’am?” he bellowed trying to embarrass the female before him and assert what he saw as dominant masculinity.

				     “I don’t think that’s at all possible, no!” she countered, barely missing a beat, and stepping around the obstruction. 

				     The guard, visibly taken aback and wary of being humiliated, stepped in front of her and spread his arms so she could not pass. “Well do you have an appointment miss? ‘Cos I can’t let you in if you haven’t.” His accent, a thick southern drawl which was absent at first, had begun to creep into his words now.

				     “You need to sign in miss, at reception.”

				     Sabina gazed at the man, looking him up and down before flicking her hair and fixing him with a stare.

				     “Tell me, how long have you worked here? Not long I’m guessing.”

				     He shifted from one foot to the other, uncomfortable and aware that all the eyes in the foyer were now focussed on him. “Three weeks, why?” his southern accent coming on full throttle now making him sound ever bit the redneck that he was and was struggling vainly to conceal.

				     “Well let me tell you,” Sabina said speaking slowly and condescendingly, purposely drawing attention to the guard and mocking him in front of the room, “this here is my office, it is where I work, do you understand?” 

				     She returned to her own voice, which had become sterner and more direct than before, “Does that compute to you? Listen, unless you remove yourself from my way in the next two seconds, before you can reach for another doughnut you’ll be back sitting with the good’ol boys telling them stories of the ‘big city’ and how some woman half your size made you look a fool in front of everyone. You got that, Sam?”

				     The guard fumbled with his badge and looked to the front door where people were beginning to whisper to each other, their laughs beginning quietly but quickly growing till they were all that he could hear. He stepped aside and mumbled something but Sabina neither heard nor cared what it was. Unperturbed and relishing the humiliation she had dished out, she picked up her bag and strode to the elevator at the end of the hall. 

				     Above the elevator doors, bronze reliefs depicting a winged helmet surrounding a globe hung triumphantly; symbolizing the American empire’s global reach, they were relics from a distant past and ones which made Sabina laugh.  She pushed the call button and waited under the golden relic for a moment, and then when the elevator arrived she stepped in and hit the button for the ninth floor.

				     She walked into her corner office, which was only a quarter of the way up the building’s height, and put her bag down on the desk and her coat on the chair. Her secretary Helen Page walked in only minutes later with a collection of folders in her hands. 

				     “Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t know you were here,” Helen said, and she stepped back to walk out of the room, “I didn’t mean to barge in like this…”

				     “That’s quite okay Helen, you weren’t to know I was in. Come in.” 

				     Helen fumbled through her papers and placed the ones marked for Sabina on the table, “I booked you first class seats as you requested. Your flight to Washington leaves JFK in two hours. You’re cutting it a bit fine, especially with all the extra security checks at the moment after Boston. I have got a limo picking you up out front in about five minutes.”

				     “What would I do without you? I guess that I had really better get going,” Sabina said looking at her watch, “I just needed to pick up the results from the Mount Sinai trials, and the Hutchinson and Montgomery files. Do you know if they were delivered this morning?”

				     “Erm…” Helen stuttered for a moment, “Yes, they arrived first thing Miss Talib, I’ll fetch them for you right now, then you really had better get going.” She rushed off and reappeared at the doorway what seemed like seconds later, clutching the files in her hands. She picked up Sabina’s coat from the chair and held it open for her to put it on and Sabina put her arms gently into the sleeves and put the files in her bag. 

				     Helen was four years older than Sabina and she envied her senior position. Helen was Sabina’s PA when she was in town but she was ambitious and in this sense she saw Sabina as a role model, someone to emulate. Sabina was aware of this but had little time for Helen, she was pleasant enough and efficient at her job, but her transparent attempts to find favour with those in power did not enhance her position. 

				     “Okay, now your flight from Washington to Miami leaves at 7.30 pm this evening, and you have an open return from Miami to New York as you asked.”

				     “Thank you Helen, will you do one last thing for me? Send an email to Thomas Roos detailing my schedule, and tell him that I’ll contact him when I get back to New York. Probably on Wednesday unless I decide to go on to L.A. Either way I’ll let you know.”

				     “Of course Miss Talib, I’ll do it as soon as you leave, now you really have to get going or you are gonna miss your flight.”

				     Sabina smiled and threw her bag over her shoulder. She walked out of the room ignoring Helen, and left the building stopping at the front doors only to smile at the feckless security guard who still stood at the same point he was when she had arrived some minutes earlier. As the security guard looked on, the liveried chauffeur opened the door to the limo and Sabina got in, drawing full attention to herself in the manner and style in which she did so. 

				

				Chapter Nine

				

				     The US Ambassador sat back in his chair in his office in Damascus and the unexpectedness of Bob Charles’ death loomed heavy in his thoughts. It was an act of violence and barbarity that had stunned the representative of the west and it stood as an unmistakeable signifier that something was afoot. Charles had been an undercover operative for too long to have been caught out by street thugs and he was an expert in the Middle East meaning that he was well aware of who he was involved with. His death immediately warned the Embassy and intelligence in the US that tensions were unusually high; something was happening and those responsible would go to any lengths needed to keep it secret. 

				     The Air Force Attaché entered the office, disrupting the Ambassador’s train of thought but the news he was bringing meant that he wouldn’t be straying too far from the previous day’s events. 

				     “Sorry sir, I think you’ll want to take a look at this,” and he handed the Ambassador a copy of the Iqtissadia, a local Damascus newspaper. The story plastered all over the front page told of the brutal murder and torture of a young local man. “This is a picture of Bob’s ‘FRED’ sir, two kids found his body yesterday afternoon in a derelict building on the outskirts of the city.”

				     The Ambassador looked at the photograph that took up almost half of the front page, its grainy black and white image still arresting as the violence and pain of the act was all too clearly visible, the limp body hanging bruised and broken.

				     “Are you sure that this is him?”

				     “Yes sir, absolutely, his photograph is here in Bob’s ‘Active’ file.”

				     “You’re positive?” The Ambassador needed a hundred percent assurance that the man in the photograph before him was who they thought it was. If it was, then Langley would need to know and it was almost certain proof that something serious was going on. But if it was not the right person and they made investigations, knock-on effects in the community, especially with the tensions and divisions being so taught, would be dramatic.

				     “Yes sir, the identity had been confirmed, and initial investigations suggest that the time of death was recent, within the last two days,” the Air Force Attaché assured.

				     “The same time as Bob?” said the Ambassador.

				     “Yes sir.”

				     “Okay, you had better contact Langley with this straight away!”

				     Within minutes Coyne received the signal from Damascus, ‘10’s FRED DEAD. TORTURED BEFORE KILLED. WILL SEND MORE INFO ASAP’, and he reported it immediately to Jack. 

				     The information did not come as a surprise to Jack. He had adjusted to the murder of his friend but knew that there was not a chance that it was an unrelated incident, and this development proved it. Somewhere, someone was working very hard to cover up their activities. Making sure that their movements could not be traced, no matter what this involved. And Jack knew that whoever was behind the murders in Damascus was the one responsible for the bombing in Boston. 

				

				     Sabina arrived at JFK Airport and made her way to the Delta Air Lines check-in for her flight to Washington D.C. She gave her passport and e-ticket to the Delta check-in agent who looked at them and then said to Sabina:

				     “Thank you, your flight is ready to board and first class passengers can board immediately so please make you way to Departure Gate 17, and thank you for flying with Delta Air Lines.” 

				     She had only hand luggage and walked directly to the departure gate past all the coach passengers waiting to board the aircraft.

				     The turn in the weather had meant a large number of flights were delayed and as a result the lounge was full of tired and irate passengers who had obviously been waiting for some time. Families had congregated in the far end of the seating rows, away from the shopping corridors, and some passengers were still asleep, lying sprawled out on the concourse floor. The temperature drop outside, which had happened unusually early in the year, had caused a fog to descend that substantially limited visibility and made flying a most perilous mode of transport. Flight regulations dictated that take-offs had to be kept further apart and so the backlog this caused had meant some people had been waiting for several hours in the airport.   

				     Sabina walked to Gate 17 and found her flight was the only flight on the board which wasn’t delayed and this made Sabina smile to herself, laughing at the irony of the situation which was preventing thousands of loyal and patriotic Americans from reaching their destinations, from making their all-important business meetings or reuniting with their families, but it was allowing her to proceed unheeded. 

				     And with this Sabina, the outsider responsible for the loss of hundreds of lives, the foreigner who had left so much devastation and destruction in her wake in Boston, gave her ticket to the dispatcher who in turn gave her her seat number and she boarded the aircraft, making good her escape from the Big Apple. 

				     Flight 92 cruised at thirty thousand feet over New Jersey at a speed of 455 miles an hour on its way south to Washington D.C. Sabina sat towards the front of the aircraft, an Airbus A319. It was a twinjet airplane and carried just over one hundred and twenty passengers split across two classes, twenty-eight in the privileged first class at the front and ninety-two crammed in coach at the back.  

				     The coach passengers sat in their seats, relieved to finally have taken off after the delays and the waiting that had overcome the terminal below them. Stewards rushed up and down the aisle serving drinks and food and dealing with request after request from the frustrated travellers. It was a small plane and the cabin was compact and tightly closed in. The seats ran in pairs, two on each side with a gangway down the centre, and the cabin was of the more traditional variety; in the backs of the seats sat a plethora of magazines and newspapers were available but that was all. There were no drop down TV screens or selection of radio stations; passengers were forced into what had become an almost-retired pass time – conversation. 

				     Sabina sat in the spacious window seat of the luxurious first class cabin. A stewardess brought round a tray of drinks, orange juice, apple juice and champagne, which she offered to Sabina to take her choice from. She picked up a slender glass of bubbling champagne, the glass chilled to perfection. 

				     She opened her bag and took out the group of files she had brought with her. On the top of this was the file Helen Page had handed to her before she left the office containing the results of the Mount Sinai Trial. She flicked through the pages of the fifteen-month trial absorbing the information gently. The results has been mostly positive but further trials would be needed at the teaching hospital before any of the equipment would be approved.   

				     Sabina placed the report back on the empty seat next to her and pulled out the Hutchinson and Montgomery files she had picked up that morning, stopping only for a second to gaze out over the cloud covered Garden State below. Tearing the end off the sealed brown envelope she poured its contents out onto her lap. Inside had been contained sheets of documents, the front page of which detailed some benign case she cared little for, and a pair of keys on a ring. 

				     Without looking through the pages she knew instinctively what the keys were for and she placed them safely back into her bag. Siphoning off the front few pages of the report she discarded them and put them at the back of the folder so that in her hands she held the real documents. It was the mission folders from Sulaiman. It detailed every step of her plans as Sulaiman had instructed, and contained his precise orders. She had already completed the first step, the first attack had been carried out, but the page she held in front of her detailed that there were to be nine more. 

				     Sabina carefully held the file in her hands and looked over it as the other passengers sat around her unaware of the dangerous passenger within their midst. She flicked through the pages - the cities that were the targets, the locations of her safe houses, the explosives she had been provided with – and enjoyed the importance that holding these documents gave her.   

				     Sulaiman’s plans were devastating and precise, orchestrated to cause the greatest loss of life possible. These hate-filled attacks he had ordered her to carry out would leave a trail of carnage across the United States and would cause unrest that would span the globe, and Sabina held the power over all of this in her hands. The power excited her and as she thought about this a wry smile crept across her face. 

				     Sabina read through the files again but she knew its contents off by heart, it had been ingrained in her consciousness. She looked around the cabin of the plane and at all of the other passengers, all blissfully oblivious to the danger that lurked only a few rows away. She then put the folder back into her bag, pulled down the blind on the window to shut out the sun as it curved across the horizon and called the flight attendant for another glass of champagne. 

				

				     Just over an hour later, the plane touched down at Washington Reagan Airport. The terminal building was crowded and people teemed to and fro. The delays further up the eastern seaboard had caused a knock-on effect at many other airports that were now to subject to delays as the flight teams struggled to reorganize their departures. 

				     Sabina made her way through the mass of people who had begun to congregate around the luggage collection carousels and walked straight out of the building, all her luggage having travelled on the seat next to her and which now hung over her left shoulder. Walking through the main exit doors of the airport, she pulled out a pair of sunglasses from her bag, placed them on her face and hailed a cab. 

				     Almost immediately a yellow cab pulled up. Sabina opened the rear right-hand door and jumped in. She gave the driver the name of a street near the location of her safe house in the city and he drove off. The driver was a young man in his late twenties, and of European descent, and he talked at length, seemingly undeterred by Sabina’s occasional monosyllabic answer. 

				     She stared out of the window rather than listening to the banal words the driver offered by way of conversation, watching as American landmarks known the world over passed by – The National Mall and Smithsonian Institution, the Jefferson Memorial, but then as the cab drove along New York Avenue, the greatest American landmark of them all gleamed into view. As the driver still talked to himself in the front seat, The White House appeared at the end of the street. Sabina stared attentively as they drove, watching as the building became more and more visible over the cusp of the road till it was in full view momentarily on her right hand side. 

				     To the world, it was an emblem of the United States, recognised and loved by millions but more importantly, to Colonel Sulaiman it was a symbol of the west and of the US government, and for him it had become a figure of hatred. Sabina studied the building as the car slowed down in traffic and then as the cab took a left at the end of Independence Avenue into Constitution Avenue it was gone from her view.

				     It took about twenty minutes from then to reach the address she had given to the driver and Sabina knew he had taken her a longer route than was needed, playing on what he assumed was a naïve and inexperienced female, but she was not concerned. She had more important things to deal with and so she smiled and paid him the fare he requested and got out. 

				     She asked him to drop her off on Canal Road to the south of Georgetown University to maintain her anonymity, the cab driver assuming she was a lecturer of some sort. She walked along the street in the direction of the university until the taxi turned the corner at the end at which point she immediately crossed over and began walking in the other direction. Her safe house was only a few streets away but she had not wanted to take any chances at giving away her location. She would be gone from D.C. before anyone would come looking, onto her next city after carrying out her work in Washington, but she still did not want to take any unnecessary risks. 

				     Ten minutes later she had reached her destination. The safe house was located at the end of Macarthur Boulevard on the western most limits of the city and just next to the Georgetown reservoir. It was an unremarkable house, in a quiet street in a residential area, adjacent to the Potomac River and overlooking the Windy Run Park on the opposing bank. Parked cars lined the road but there was no one to be seen and the road seemed peaceful and yet deserted. An old woman, in her sixties or perhaps early seventies, was walking slowly up the other side of the road, her head bowed staring at the concrete in front of her as she took elderly tentative steps along the street. Sabina glanced at her briefly and then walked up the house, pulled out the set of keys and let herself in. 

				     Although it was only half past two in the afternoon, it was so overcast that it looked much later than it really was and darkness had enveloped the house. The air was stale and Sabina coughed as she fumbled in the dark to find a light. Slowly the lights flickered on and she could see the room in which she stood. The house was deceptively small, appearing much larger from the outside and Sabina was not impressed; the main living area in which she stood was bordered by a small kitchen on the left and a staircase ran up the centre of the house to the two bedrooms upstairs. The house was furnished, but only enough so as not to look neglected. Both of the upstairs rooms had a bed in the corner and the living area downstairs had three chairs and a television. 

				     After walking around the house once, Sabina went into the kitchen. At the far end of the room was a doorway leading to the internal garage in which was parked a Ford Lincoln Town Car. The Lincoln was a classic American car, and an expensive one at that, and the model that stood parked in front of her was brand new. The maroon sedan Signature Series had a V8 engine and rear wheel drive and was as exquisitely finished as they come, not a surprise as it was the particular car that Sabina had requested for the mission. 

				     Looking at it from front to back, she opened up the trunk which was unlocked. Inside lay an olive coloured mat and Sabina immediately pulled it up at the corner. Underneath sat a large black sports bag and she dropped the mat to the floor and unzipped it. Inside was twenty five thousand dollars in crisp notes, wrapped tightly and securely, and next to it was six pounds of semtex, electronic timers and detonators, a 9mm Browning handgun and silencer, and a pump-action shotgun. A collection of all of the terrorist’s favourite toys.

				     Without glancing at the contents for more than a second, Sabina closed the bag and removed it from the trunk, swinging it over her shoulder as she slammed the trunk closed behind her. Collecting her flight bag from the house, she walked up the stairs to the larger of the two bedrooms and threw the two bags down upon the bed. Only a couple of yards outside of the window stood one of the streetlights which lined the street and it swamped the room in an orange glow which gave it a somewhat hazy appearance. 

				     Sabina opened her flight bag and took out a small handbag and walked into the adjacent bathroom. The refined leather was an object of extravagance that seemed alien to the importance of her mission, but it would be more representative of things to come than even she realised at that moment. She turned on the taps and the room quickly filled with steam which condensed on the cold surface of the mirror. Placing the bag next to the sink, she took out a bag of make up, a blond wig and a pair of scissors. She picked up the scissors and looked at herself in the mirror and then began cutting her shoulder length black hair until it was half of its previous length. The hair fell down into the sink below until the white enamel could barely be seen as the basin filled with the jet-black hair she had removed. 

				     She kept cutting until her hair was no more than a few inches in length, the long black hair that had hung down below her shoulders and that she had kept tied neatly in a bunch at the back now removed, and the femininity she had used to her advantage so often was now replaced with an ambiguous androgyny that seemed immediately to represent her more accurately. She picked up the wig and fitted it tightly around her head, carefully ensuring that the black hair beneath was obscured, and then looked at herself in the mirror. She took the make up from her cosmetics bag and began applying it to her face, altering her appearance dramatically. The final touch was the blue-coloured contact lenses that hid the dark intensity of her eyes. The reflection she saw staring back was unrecognisable and for a moment Sabina struggled to recognise herself. 

				     The shoulder length bob of lemony blond hair that now swept over her face and the blue eyeliner and make-up immediately disguised her appearance and with this change, Sabina adopted an entirely different personality. She was no longer Sabina Talib, but looked identical to the photo on her fake passport of Jane Beckett, the pseudonym given to her by Sulaiman. 

				     But in this disguise she no longer knew who she was. She knew what she was in Washington to do but this change had detached her from her history and from the cause she was supposedly fighting. It was as if she wanted to become Jane Beckett for real, permanently, and not just to carry out her mission. Such a simple act had opened her eyes; being in a different country had removed her from the hate and the violence that categorized her father's and Sulaiman’s lives but it seemed suddenly distant to her. She did not care for those who had died, nor for those who were going to die; carrying out her mission she could now see would open up a new life for her and one from which she would never have to return.

				

				Chapter Ten

				

				     SIS Agent Alan Corb, who worked out of the American Embassy in Geneva, had received the signal from Langley asking him and all other SIS agents worldwide to make enquiries from their ‘FREDS’ about ‘Sirocco’. Jack’s suspicions of the ‘Sirocco’ signal were beginning to throw up some definite leads and pieces of information were beginning to come together. The tragic death of Bob Charles had proved not to be totally in vain as it had focussed the work in Damascus and the results had thrown up several names to follow up. 

				     Alan and Jack had been colleagues since their days in the Special Forces but when Jack returned to the US Alan decided to remain overseas and he had been an SIS undercover operative himself for many years. Picking up the secure phone on his desk, he called Jack at Langley.

				     “Hey Jack, it’s Alan Corb. How are you?”

				     Jack was sat at his desk going through all the intercepted signals and messages coming out of Damascus when his phone rang. Picking up the receiver he greeted his old friend, but he was reluctant to make small talk and keen to focus on the job at hand.

				     “Listen, old buddy, I’ve got something for you. What does the name Sulaiman mean to you?” Alan inquired.

				     Jack immediately reeled off, “Sulaiman? A merciless low life piece of shit. He was the former head of Iraqi intelligence. A convicted war criminal. A real nasty piece of work…”

				     “Right…,” Alan attempted to interrupt but Jack was in full swing.

				     “He was blown away by the Kurds last year. They pumped over thirty rounds into the son of a bitch…”

				     “So it’s safe to say you know of him then? Jack.”

				     “Yeah, I know that prick! He was buried in Baghdad and the world’s a better place without him, that’s for sure.”

				     “Well it seems that he has come back to life recently,” replied Alan.

				     “What?” Jack said, hardly able to contain himself, “Sulaiman’s alive?”

				     “Yeah, I spotted him today at a sidewalk café right here in Geneva. He was leaving and shaking hands with someone and then got in a car and sped off.”

				     “Are you sure it was him…?” Jack asked.

				     “Yeah, absolutely, one hundred percent.” 

				     “Holy fuck Alan, You’re positive it was him?” he asked again, struggling to register this information. To him, Sulaiman was a threat from the past. He was one Jack had thought they had dealt with and someone he hadn’t even considered and he was now beginning to regret that he hadn’t.

				     “Yeah Jack. It was him. He’s had a face job but I’d recognize him anywhere.” Alan tried to reassure his old friend as Jack grew more incredulous at the news as each second ticked by. “I saw it with my own eyes. It was Sulaiman alright.”

				     Snapping back into his machine like efficiency, “That son of a bitch. I should have known he could be behind the bombing in Boston. Did you get a fix on him?”

				     “No it all happened so fast I didn’t even have a chance to make the plate. But we followed the guy he was with though. His name is Roos, Thomas Roos. He works for a company here in Geneva called T.M.I. That’s the Talib Medical Instruments, Jack. Are you seeing what I’m seeing here? It’s all looking a bit too cosy.”

				     “Cosy? Jesus Christ, it’s looking god damn infectious is what it is! What do you know about this Roos guy?” Jack was teeming with anger and was already planning in his head to get on a flight straight out to Geneva.

				     “Not much yet but we’re looking into it as we speak. Nothing stands out though. He lives locally. Has no priors, he hasn’t featured on our radars ever here. Not even with the local police. We were going to pay him a visit though, see what we could shake up…”

				     Jack interrupted sternly, “No, no. Don’t do that. Just check him out and see what else you can dig up. I don’t want him scared off? Just keep an eye on him.”

				     “Right Jack. We’ll put a twenty-four hour surveillance on him, alright?”

				     “Yeah, good. Just make sure it’s done properly, okay Alan? I’m trusting you with this. We can’t have any slip-ups on this one. If he is part of this we can’t let Sulaiman get wind of it. I don’t want him disappearing into thin air again.”

				     “Right Jack. I got you. We’ll keep a watch on him and he’ll never know we’re there.”

				     “Good. I’m gonna call Schmitt and then get back to you. Good work Alan, this is just the news I’ve been waiting for.”

				     Jack hung up straight away, without even waiting for Alan to reply. He was on a roll and did not want to waste a single minute.

				

				     Late on Monday afternoon, a red sedan drove down Whitehurst Freeway towards the centre of Washington D.C. To the right of the freeway the muddy Potomac River flowed quickly, buoyed with the excesses water of a rainy autumn that had made it several metres deeper than usual. Theodore Roosevelt Island passed to the right as the car left the freeway and turned into the city centre. Turning left, the car swept around the outskirts of Capitol Hill and turned into Massachusetts Avenue. Following the south east direction of the road, the sedan passed by the City Museum of Washington and turned right in to New York Avenue where it pulled to a stop at the corner of First and Thirteenth Street, just outside of Franklin Park. 

				     A young woman got out of the car and walked into a corner convenience store. Dressed in a black leather jacket, white blouse and dark knee length skirt and carrying a small briefcase she cut an impressive figure. As she strode purposefully into the small shop she immediately caught the attention of the young man behind the counter, her blonde hair just visible underneath a black cap pulled down over her face. 

				     She walked up to the counter and asked for a carton of Marlboro Lights and a copy of the Washington Post which the young man hastily retrieved for her. She paid the young man and walked out of the shop, aware of the eyes at the counter that were following her figure from behind. Sitting down at a bench down the street, she nonchalantly flicked through the news section at the front of the paper surveying the passers by going about their daily business. She seemed preoccupied, turning the pages of the paper in her hands every few minutes but scarcely looking at what they contained, as if she was focussed on something else and that her thoughts and concentration were somewhere else entirely.

				     A couple of minutes passed and she stood up and walked off down the road, heading south down 13th Street to the junction with New York Avenue where she turned right and walked in the direction of Lafayette Park, and The White House.   

				     She moved with a directness and purpose, an attractive young woman who mingled well with the other people on the street; it was a Monday afternoon and most of the other people were either tourists or students as the local community was at work. She crossed 15th Street at the end and walked up to the Bank of America on the corner of Pennsylvania Avenue where she stepped inside. 

				     The bank sat opposite the White House itself and down the street was the Department of the Treasury. The Bank of America was the largest consumer bank in the United States and the largest issuer of credit, debit and prepaid cards in the world. Reputedly the third largest company in the world, The Bank of America was the official sponsor of NASCAR Racing and Major League Baseball and was a household name across the nation; it was a proud emblem of American unity, the name itself embossed in the red, white and blue of the Stars and Stripes. 

				     This particular Washington D.C. branch seemed to personify the bank’s image and stature. It was a large and grand building, resplendent in white brick, and had six pillars along the 15th Street side which mirrored those across the front of The White House. Partly due to its location to the nearby government offices, and also due to the history of the company, it was used and frequented by a large number of Capitol Hill employees and politicians and in itself was regarded as part of the web of government and official buildings that comprised this section of the nation’s capital.

				     The woman with the blonde hair walked through the central atrium of the bank, ignoring the number of counters that ran along the far end wall; each cashier was two people deep as a myriad of business men and women went about their business, the tailored and expensive suits becoming the norm and looking almost foolish with their familiarity in this particular environment. The woman in black walked past all of this and went straight downstairs to the Safety Deposit Vault floor, located one floor below ground level for security. She stopped at the bottom of the steps and paused to look through her bag, feigning to be searching for something, whilst surveying the room.

				     One of the two safety deposit clerks was busy and the second, a middle-aged woman, looked up towards the blonde woman dressed in black. Still rifling through her bag she motioned for another customer who had just appeared at the bottom of the stairwell to take her place and he stepped forward and sat down in the vacant seat.

				     A few seconds later and the other clerk became free. Sat on the extreme left of the desks, buried in the far corner of the room and underneath the arch of the stairwell, which curved around overhead, the young clerk looked up. Immediately the blonde pulled an envelope from her bag and sat down. 

				     The clerk was a young man, friendly and eager in a way that only someone of his diminutive years could manage. He smiled and stood up to shake the hands of his customer.

				     “How may I help you this morning madam?” his fervent smile still firmly attached to his groomed and sculpted face. 

				     The young clerk was eager to serve the slim and slender woman who sat in front of him and he smiled and fidgeted nervously with the pen in his hand, quickly shuffling a handful of papers around his desk.

				     “Yes, I would like to rent a safety deposit box please.” The blonde spoke with a quiet and self confident calm but looked the clerk straight in the eyes as she spoke which only unsettled him further and sensing his unease and embarrassment, she relaxed back into the chair. 

				     His words tumbled out of his mouth as if out of control, “Well you have certainly come to the right place, madam. First things first though, do you have an account with us?”

				     The woman leaned forward and laughed gently, “Well of course I do, it’s one of those accounts, now what do you call them? You know the ones where you keep your money for a real long time?” 

				     “A savings account?”

				     “Yes, a savings account, that’s it. I am so forgetful at times.” The woman smiled and laughed with the young man who had begun to relax.

				     “Good, well that makes things a whole lot easier. You will need to fill out this form, don’t worry it’s not too long.” He handed the form to the woman, “and don’t forget to put your savings account number in the box at the bottom.”

				     The woman took the form and began filling it out, stopping occasionally to look up and smile at the clerk. Account number? 893467-124-78. Name? Jane Beckett. Address? 132 Macarthur Boulevard, Washington. Rental Duration? 3 months. 

				     With the form complete she returned it to the blushing young man who looked at the card and then punched in the details into his computer and then printed out a confirmation slip.

				     “That’s fine. The cost of the box size you have requested, the 24x24x12, is stated at the bottom of the sheet,”and he handed the slip to Jane Beckett who quickly read it, “Would you like me to take that from your savings account?”

				     “Yes, that would be perfect.”

				     “Fine, I shall do that for you right now.” He tapped away at his computer again for a few more moments, under the impression that his efficiency was impressing and filled with a swirling notion of importance that Ms Beckett was only too happy to fan.

				

				     “Right, that’s all done. If you take this box receipt to the attendant in the vault and he will take care of you.”

				     “Well thank you, you have been most helpful.” The young man blushed further and squirmed in his chair, rushing to stand up to show her where to go. 

				     “If you follow this gentlemen he will show you where to go,” and a burly, armed security guard was ushered over who took Jane Beckett to a secure door and into the safety depository. She stepped inside and turned to see the clerk sitting down again. 

				

				     Once inside the safety depository, the smiling face that Jane Beckett had adopted in the presence of the clerk had gone, replaced by a expression that was more Sabina Talib, and her jovial and playful demeanour which had captivated the young man had disappeared. 

				     “Good Morning Miss, may I see your rental form please?” She handed her box receipt to the vault attendant and the security guard left. “Thank you Miss.” 

				     He turned and unlocked a large box on the wall behind him that was set deep into the wall so the room seemed equal and square all the way around. He pulled out two keys, one large one small, on a small metal chain which he placed in front of him and then quickly closed the box again. Behind him and to his left was the entrance to the vault containing two hundred or more safety deposit boxes.

				     “This is the key to your box, number 2127,” said the vault attendant, passing the key to Jane Beckett. “If you follow me I’ll take you to the box,” and he led her deep into the vault. From the floor to the ceiling were built-in security deposit boxes, numbered individually, and the attendant stopped at box 2127. Inserting his key and turning it, he asked Jane Beckett to do the same with hers, and simultaneously they twisted their keys and unlocked the box. They both then took out the keys from the box. He pulled out the inner box and placed it on a table in the centre of the room. 

				     “May I use one of the private rooms please?” she requested and the attendant obliged, showing her to a small cabin-sized room at the far end. She walked inside carrying her briefcase and the inner box and put them down on the table next to each other, pulling the door firmly shut behind her. She looked around the room checking that it was completely secure and private. 

				     Satisfied that it was, she lifted the lid of the inner box and then opened her briefcase. Carefully and with precision she took out six pounds of semtex plastique and placed it in the inner box. The odourless plastic explosive was tiny in size but it was considerably more powerful than TNT and was virtually invisible to conventional security devices which had meant that it had gone undetected when her bag was x-rayed as she walked through the metal detector on the floor above; a mere three pounds would be enough to raze a two-storey building.  

				     The Czech-made plastic explosive had been manufactured since the height of the cold war and had been linked to terrorist groups since it replaced dynamite in the early 1980s; Czechoslovakia had been one of the world’s chief arms exporters during that time selling hundreds of tanks, thousands of firearms and large quantities of semtex to Iran, Iraq, Libya, Syria and Cambodia and the pliable and undetectable explosive had become the weapon of choice for terrorists worldwide.

				     Sabina fixed the detonation cap and taped the explosive securely to the bottom of the box. Glancing quickly at her watch, she primed the timer to go off in forty-three hours time, at precisely eleven o’clock on Wednesday morning. With the bomb now live and securely in place, she closed the inner box and picked it up gently. Opening the door, and carrying her briefcase in her left hand, she walked out confidently into the deposit box store and placed the inner box containing the bomb back into her safety deposit box. 

				     “Will that be all, miss?” the attendant asked Jane Beckett as she locked it securely in place, pushing the box into position and turning the key firmly. He was unaware of the explosive power that sat no more than a foot away from him. 

				     “Yes, thank you,” Jane Beckett replied, “Have a good one.” The attendant then led her to the exit of the safety deposit box area and she made her way up the stairs and out of the bank.

				    The bomb was now in place and there was no turning back and she was happy that she had successfully started Phase Two of Sirocco without a hitch. As she considered her actions she thought of home. She thought of Geneva as a child with her mother, and she thought of the summers when her father would come and stay with them, when her safe European home seemed to be the whole world. But above all, she thought of when she was happy. And then she thought of Sulaiman. 

				

				Chapter Eleven

				

				     Now that Jack knew, or at least suspected, that the known Iraqi terrorist Colonel Sulaiman was involved in the bombing of North Station in Boston he had something to work with and he wasted no time in putting his plan into action. It was too much of a coincidence to Jack for Sulaiman to have resurfaced at this time and his years of experience told him that the formerly dead Iraqi war criminal was involved with the attack. 

				     Jack was sat in his office, surrounded by files which now covered his entire desk and which threatened to overflow onto the well-worn carpet. Cups of half-drunk coffee sat cold at various points across the desk and the windowsill, and the ashtray was overflowing with cigarette butts. Reading through one of the old files on Sulaiman, Jack picked up the pack of Camels from the desk and lit one.

				     “I thought you had quit that years ago!” Roy was standing in the doorway.

				     “I did, but you know me Roy, I’ve never been a quitter.”

				     “Well that’s certainly true. So what is this big news of yours then?”

				     “Well,” Jack took a deep drag on the cigarette and exhaled, blowing a plume of blue smoke into the room, “Guess who came back from the dead today?”

				     “Right, yeah… I know Jack, Elvis Presley, lives in New Mexico now right? Working on a new album? You got me all the way down here for this…”

				     “No…try Colonel Hajji Hassan Sulaiman.” Jack sat back in his chair and let the words roll slowly off his tongue, knowing that Roy would be as shocked at hearing that as he was when he first heard. 

				     “Holy shit Jack!…You’re shitting me, right?” Roy stepped into the room properly and closed the door behind him. “You gotta be fucking kidding, where?”

				     “It’s no joke buddy, I wish to hell that it was. Alan Corb made him today in Geneva of all places.”

				    “Geneva?” Roy was astounded at hearing that the fearsome terrorist was not dead but was alive and kicking but he was more astounded at where he had been seen. He had half expected him to have been caught on camera in some desert town somewhere in the Middle East, caught by accident by someone with a camera who just happened to be in the right place at the right time, but at least making some attempt to keep a low profile and stay out of sight. But in Geneva?! It was about as far from Baghdad as you could get.  

				     “Yeah, Alan saw him in a café in the city talking to some local businessman. I don’t know about you Roy, but somehow bad news like this makes me feel a whole lot better.”

				   “Yeah,” Roy sat down in the chair opposite Jack and helped himself to one of Jack’s Camels and lit it, “look, now you’ve got me smoking again. I thought he was assassinated in Baghdad, it’s a bit of a thing to get your head around you know?” Roy took several heavy puffs on the cigarette, “and for him to keep hidden for all this time…?”

				     “Yeah…I know Roy. But at least we now know for damn sure who is behind the bombing in Boston. It’s not Bin Laden or al-Qaida or any one else. Don’t ask me how I know. It’s Sulaiman, I can feel it in my god damned bones!”

				     “Did Alan get a fix on him?” asked Roy.

				     “No he didn’t, but he did on the guy he was with though, I'm gonna give Verner Schmitt a call in Geneva but I wanted you in on this first okay?” Roy was relieved that Jack had included him with this information and knew that only a select few at this stage would be aware of Sulaiman’s return. If the information leaked to the press he knew they would go crazy with it. A presumed dead Iraqi war criminal wreaking a devastating attack on the US would give the media a field day and would serve as more ammunition for the anti-war movement. 

				     “Of course Jack,” Roy took one last puff on the cigarette and stubbed it out in the ashtray, “if Sulaiman is in Switzerland you can bet that he won’t be alone. So what is he doing there?”

				     “I don’t know Roy, but he’s a long way from home, and this could be dangerous for him, that’s why I think we gotta get Swiss intelligence in on it. I’m gonna call Schmitt in Geneva. They might know something that they aren’t telling us, but my bet is that they don’t even know whose walking around their own back yard.”

				     Jack stood up and walked to the window behind him. As he stared out into the bleak early evening, Roy flicked through the numerous files on Sulaiman that lay mounded upon the desk. Roy had always been the rational counterpoint to Jack’s bulldozing approach, the measured voice that often played devil’s advocate to Jack’s act-first-ask-later attitude. In full knowledge of their different styles of work, they were respectful of each other and aware that neither of them could work as well as they did without the input of the other.

				     Outside the wind had begun to blow and rain began to lacerate against the glass pane, as if the weather itself was turning against them. The trees swung as the wind blew ferociously through their tired branches and the sky filled with a swirl of heavy cloud that threatened to cast the backwaters of Virginia into an early dark, foregrounding the horrors that were to come. 

				     “But if he’s still there,” Jack added “I’ll tell you right now that I’m gonna get the sonofabitch. You can make book on it!”

				     Half laughing, Roy replied, “What about Schmitt? I don’t think he would go for that too much, you remember what he’s like. What was it you used to say? ‘There’s too much damn European in the man.’”

				     “Yeah, but that was a long time ago,” Jack said still staring out of the window, his back to Roy, “and anyway, he owes me a favour now. I’m going to fly to Germany tonight to meet him and I want you to stay here. I need a man back here who I can trust not to screw it up and to keep this from leaking out. You of all people know what would happen if the press got even a whiff of this.”

				     “Sure thing Jack. But for everyone’s sake, I hope you are right about Sulaiman. If you go off to Germany and Geneva after what happened in Boston, and things don’t pan out, there’s going to be a real shitstorm here. And if things go belly up and you’re not around, your ass could take a serious downturn!”

				     Jack chuckled to himself. Self-preservation and career-mindedness had never featured in his way of thinking. He liked to think of himself as deeply old fashioned in that respect and all the better for it, and moreover, Roy knew that. 

				     “That’s not any concern of mine. Sulaiman’s involved in this and we need to bring him in. Anyway…” and he turned around to face Roy who was lighting up another cigarette, “…I’ve been up and down more times than a hooker’s G-string.”

				     “Well I hope you’re right Jack. Listen, I've got a meeting with The President and Governor Russell in an hour but notify me when you get to Germany okay. I’ll have the company jet ready for you, and don’t worry, I wont say anything till I’ve heard from you. But be careful Jack.”

				     Jack laughed as Roy stood up to leave the room, “Careful? You know me better than that by now.” Roy smiled as he left the room, knowing full well that Jack would do things on his own terms anyway. It was how he operated, how he always had, and he was all the better for it. Careful? It wasn’t even in his vocabulary. 

				     As Roy left the room, the door swinging closed behind him sending papers flapping about in the draft, Jack picked up the phone and dialled Verner Schmitt’s number in Geneva.

				      Verner was someone Jack had encountered during his time in Special Forces. A Swiss native, he was much older than Jack, about twenty years, but looked good for his age. He was head of the Swiss Intelligence Service and had worked in Eastern Europe during the Cold War. Similarly to Jack, he was old fashioned in his approach and stuck stead fast to his morals, a practice in no small part attributed to his upbringing. The eldest of three sons, his Jewish father helped hide holocaust refugees during the Second World War and this dark period from human history left a deep impression on the young boy, the horrors he bore witness to as a child greatly shaping his adult life.     

				     He had worked with Jack when the young American was stationed in the former Czechoslovakia in the seventies and had encountered him during a Special Forces operation in Eastern Germany. After the seventies Jack’s work took him out of Europe for the most part but the two touched base from time to time, sharing vital information and forming a strong bond between two nations that had, at least in recent history, struggled to find and maintain any close links.

				     “Hi Verner, It’s Jack Wildey.”

				     “Jack…?” Verner was caught off guard for a moment. A call from American Intelligence wasn’t what he had been expecting on a Monday afternoon. 

				     “Yeah, Jack Wildey, at Langley, I’m sure you haven’t forgotten about us just yet, have you Verner?”

				     “Try as I might, no I haven’t. How are you doing there?” asked Verner.

				     “Not so good I’m afraid,” Jack replied solemnly. 

				     “I thought so, a call from Wildey rarely bodes well from my experience.” Verner always used people’s surname, a formality that had always seemed odd to Jack, given that their friendship went back many years, but it was an idiosyncrasy he respected. Verner did everything that way. He was reliable but above all he was professional to the end, and this was a trait that Jack could only too readily relate to. “I hope you aren’t going to spoil my day Wildey but I have a distinct feeling that that’s what you are about to do.”

				     “Unfortunately yes. We’ve got big trouble here and I need to see you.”

				     “Okay,” Verner paused as if considering his words very carefully, “Would I be far off in assuming this is to do with the incident in Boston?”

				     “You’re spot on Verner. Or at least we think it could be. I can’t talk to you over the phone. I need to see you in person. It’s real important.”

				     “Well I’m always glad to help, you know that Wildey.”

				     “Sure. I’m flying out to Ramstein tonight but I need you to do something for me first. I need you to run a make on a Thomas Roos. He lives in Geneva, at least as far as we know. He works for a company there, T.M.I., Talib Medical Instruments.”

				     “Thomas Roos…Talib Medical Instruments…” Verner went quiet again, assimilating the information Jack had just divulged, “…Okay Wildey, no problem but tell me you don’t have some covert operation going on in my backyard without telling me first, do you?”

				     “Verner, I give you my word that I don’t, but this is serious. We are going to have to work together on this.”

				     Verner laughed to himself, “Together? When have you ever worked together with anyone Wildey?” Jack attempted to reassure Schmitt but the Swiss expert was miles ahead of him, “I’ll look into what you have asked me but I need to be in on whatever it is you have going on here Wildey. Things are different these days and you can’t go stomping around in other people’s pools, no matter how big a fish you are!”

				     Jack gave his word and Verner accepted, knowing that Jack was liable to do things his way no matter but knew that he would never go against his word. For men of their generation, their word was who they are. 

				     “Can you meet me tomorrow at Ramstein Airbase? I’ll be there at 0900 hours. It’s that important Verner.”

				     “Of course Wildey, I’ll be there,” his polite and pleasant disposition and his mid-European accent disguised his intentions although Jack had long since become wise to this, “I just hope this is as important as you say it is.”

				     “I really wish it wasn’t Verner, but you have my assurances that it is. I’ll see you at nine tomorrow then!” 

				     “Okay Wildey.”

				     “I’ll arrange it with the Base Security, they’ll be expecting you. I’ll meet you in the Officer’s Club.” 

				     Verner had always been somewhat of a mentor for Jack, he had helped him when he was younger and in many was Jack was another version of the Swiss, although their opinions often differed.

				     “How’s Louise these days, Wildey, are you still stringing her along?”

				     “Yeah, she’s good thanks…” 

				     “Is she still keeping up with the art?”

				     “Yeah, she’s teaching now too at the university.”

				     “That’s good Jack,” Verner said, his colloquialism catching the weathered American by surprise, “it’s good for a man to have a creative outlet.” 

				     “Well I wouldn’t say that….” 

				     “It’s not good if a man goes through life without an appreciation of the finer things. It’s good to be a little more cultured Wildey, makes a man more rounded.” 

				     Schmitt had always tried to instil a little of his own in Jack, although not always with any great success. But they had remained friends through the years. Jack humoured Verner as he waxed-lyrical for a few minutes; his cultural appreciation, as he termed it, was one of his passions and he would talk at great length to anyone who had the misfortune to be within earshot. It was an endearing side to Verner, although not one which Jack in any way shared, but he let his old friend talk for a few moments before he made his excuses and hung up. 

				     Setting the phone down, Jack leaned back in his chair. His shirt was creased and un-ironed and looked as if it had been worn for several days; knowing Jack it probably had. He sparked up another Camel, shaking the ash from his cuff and sweeping it off the desk onto the floor.

				     Outside, night was closing in and he had a long journey to make. He called Roy, who had left for his meeting with the President and Governor Russell, but he had left the arrangements for Jack’s flight. Picking up his coat, he turned the light off and left his office, stopping only to shove a handful of files into his case and another wad under his arm. 

				     A few moments later he was on his way to the airport, stopping briefly to call Louise before boarding a plane straight for Germany just before midnight. The car pulled up on the apron next to the aircraft. He pulled his jacket up tight round his neck and he ran up the steps to board the plane as the rain beat down heavily in the moonless night. Twenty minutes later they were airborne.

				     After several hours had passed, as the plane substituted the dark Atlantic for the first signs of mainland Europe, and as the sun began to rise over the clear skies on the horizon, a cab stopped outside of 150 West Flagler Street in the centre of the city of Miami. Out of the car stepped Sabina, dressed again in black with her white blouse and her blonde wig in place and, paying the driver with a crisp twenty-dollar bill, she strode casually into a Miami branch of the Bank of America. 

				

				 Chapter Twelve

				

				 As the plane descended over south-western Germany towards Ramstein-Miesenbach in the early hours of Tuesday morning, dense cloud cover all but obscured the land below. Slowly, as the plane dropped from fifteen thousand feet to ten thousand and then five, the buildings of the air base made themselves visible as pockets of light appeared through the low-lying cloud cover. 

				     Ramstein Air Base was situated near the Pfalzer Wald, a densely forested mountain range in the state of Rheinland-Pfalz, and was fifteen kilometres west of Kaiserslautern. A fine example of international collaboration, it was designed by the French and built by the Germans in 1951 and was currently operated by the Americans. 

				     It was a NATO support installation but the host unit at the base was the United States Air Force 435th Air Base Wing supporting the USAF 86th Airlift wing and 38th Combat Support Wing. Initially set up to operate and maintain airlift assets throughout Europe, Africa and the Middle East, the base was now the home to the Headquarters of the US Air Force Europe and its medical facilities treated American troops wounded in Iraq and Afghanistan before they returned to the States. It was the largest component of the Kaiserslautern Military Community, and over eight thousand military personnel were stationed at the base along with over eleven thousand family dependents. 

				     Jack was asleep in his seat as the plane came in to land and a member of the flight crew woke him. The plane slowed and dropped silently through the cloud, landing smoothly on the wet tarmac. The base and runways had been carved out of the forest which seemed to engulf it on all sides as if the base itself had become a part of the trees amongst which it lay. 

				     The plane taxied along the short runway and came to an abrupt halt at which point Jack got up and disembarked. Carrying his small shoulder bag, stuffed with papers and files, and a small folder in one hand, he was met by a staff car driver who was waiting. 

				     “Good morning sir,” the driver saluted Jack, “There is a gentleman wating in the Officers Club to see you.”

				     “Well we’d better not keep him waiting then,” and Jack sat down in the back seat, his coat dripping all over the leather upholstery. 

				     He marched into the Ramstein Officers Club as if he had been going there for years, walking over to where Verner was sat, a large breakfast sitting on the table in front of him. 

				     “Hi Verner, how ya doing? It’s been a long time.”

				     “I’m well Jack, how are you?” 

				     “I’ve been better.”

				     “I can see that, you look awful. When was the last time you slept?”

				     “About ten minutes ago actually!”

				      “Ahh, well that explains it then,” and Verner poured a large cup of black coffee for Jack and pushed it across the table towards him.

				     “Thanks buddy,” and he took a long swig of the coffee, the caffeine passing into his bloodstream almost immediately. He looked at the platefull of greasy food in front of Verner and said, “Whats that then? The F.A.B. breakfast?”

				      “The what…?” asked Verner.

				     “The F.A.B. breakfast. The full artery blocker!” Jack joked, “You haven’t changed have you, I thought it was only the Americans who were supposed to eat all that shit.” 

				     “It’s very good. You want some?”

				     Jack laughed, “No thanks, I’ll just stick with the coffee for now.” He took a sip and sparked up another Camel, inhaling the smoke and blowing a succession of small smoke rings. Sensing Verner’s next question he spoke up before the Swiss accosted him, “And no I haven’t given these up yet either!”

				     “Should we get down to business then?” Verner said in between mouthfulls of egg and bacon, “Your man Roos. He’s a swiss national. Born in Zurich but lives in Geneva now. Married, two children. As far as we can tell he’s clean. Just an ordinary citizen. The question is what is your interest in him?”

				     “It’s not so much him as who he is friends with that is of interest to us,” and Jack handed Verner a photgraph.

				     “My God Jack,” Verner almost choking on his food, “It’s Sulaiman.”

				     “It’s him alright.” 

				     “I thought he was dead.”

				     “That’s what we thought too, but he was seen in Geneva yesterday. With your man Roos.”

				     Verner put the photgraph down on the table and fixed Jack with a stern glare “Jack. You said you didn’t have any operations going on in Switzerland!”

				     “That’s right I don’t. A member of our delegation in Geneva happened by chance upon him when Sulaiman and Roos met yesterday and he made Sulaiman. As I’m sure you can imagine, this came as a big surprise.”

				     “Big….? I’d say more than just big. And you think that this could be connected to Boston?”

				     “I don’t think Verner. I know! So tell me what you are doing with Roos.”

				     “We have him under surveillance, and my men are doing a deep background search on him and his wife, everything about them. Lifestyle, friends, hobbies, financial background past and present, friends old and new, any political affiliations. So far they both come up clean. I’ll know more when I get back to Geneva.”

				     “Okay, but we are going to have to act on this pretty damn fast. You know that Sulaiman won’t be alone, he’ll have others with him, you can bet on that.”

				     “Well I am not a betting man Wildey, and like you said, we are going to have to work together on this.”

				     “Of course Verner, but if he’s holed up in Geneva it will take a lot to shake him loose. I could take a team of Special Forces in from here to get him in…”

				     “Jack, Jack…Hold up,” Verner interupted. He aways used people first names when he was trying to manipulate them. It was a trick he had employed for years but it made it none the less effective. “Don’t you worry about that. We have our own Special Forces, and my men will take care of it.”

				     “Of coure, but if I could bring in…”

				     Once again Verner cut him short, “Do you kow what you are asking me to do Jack? My superiors would not be happy if I let the Americans come barging in.”

				     “But I don’t think your superiors are aware of the terrorists they are fostering,” said Jack.

				     “That may be the case, but these things must be done diplomatically.” 

				     “I understand Verner,” Jack himself becoming more forceful as he could now see that to get what he wanted would not be as easy as he had thought, “I know it is a lot, but you owe me one, remember. Sierre Leone?”

				     Eight years earlier Jack had saved six of Verner’s men who had beome stranded in Sierre Leone. The Swiss Government had pulled out and left them behind, denying all knowledge so as to save political face. Jack’s men had got them out on the quiet. He felt bad resorting to what was tantamount to blackmail, especially on someone he had respected for so long. But as bad as he felt, he knew it had to be done. If it was the only way in which he could get to Sulaiman then he had no other choice. 

				     “Yes I remember, Jack, but what you are asking me to do could really compromise me. It would have all kinds of political…” Verner’s sentence trailed off and he shook his head, muttering inaudibly to himself. “Okay Jack. I shall see what we can do. First, you and I will go to Geneva and assess the situation. If this is indeed Sulaiman and he is still in Switzerland, then you can bring your team in. But only then! Is that understood? If we do this for you it has to be on these terms.”

				     “That’s no problem, Verner,” and as quickly as that, it was agreed. “I’ll have to make a couple of calls, but you stay and finish your breakfast. I’ll meet you out front in fifteen minutes.”

				     Jack collected the pages from the table and got up, scooping a sausage off Verner’s plate with his hand as he went. “You should be more careful in future my friend,” he said, taking a large bite of the sausage, “This shit’ll kill you!”

				     Verner smiled and finished his breakfast. He did not resent Jack’s approach, and he had not forgotten Sierre Leone. He knew he owed him, and he knew that one day it would be called in and that he would have to say yes. As he drank the last of his coffee, taking out a small brown cigar case from his inside pocket, he began thinking about how exactly he was going to present this operation to his superiors.

				     After Jack had called back to Langley to confirm the operation, he made his way swiftly to the Special Forces Office at the far side of the base. He was shown through immediately to the operations headquarters where he was met by Robert Skerritt, a gung-ho Major in the US Special Forces and the man whose team would be carrying the mission. He was dressed in combat greens and had a green cap pulled down low, and the tops of his shoulders were wet from the rain. As Jack walked into the office, the Major saluted him. 

				     “Good morning sir. Major Skerritt, how can…”

				     “Good morning, put your hand down son, there’s no need for that in here.” Although Jack was very much his senior and had worked from Langley for many years, he still considered himself a soldier and in this way he felt that he and the Major were equals. 

				     The Major sat down in a large brown leather chair behind the desk and Jack in front of it. 

				     “How can we help you then, sir?” The Major wasted no time in getting to the point, a fact that was appreciated by Jack.

				     “I need a team of Special Forces on full alert and ready to go at a moment’s notice.” The Major observed his instructions and began to make preparations in his head, mentally selecting the team and men he would use.

				     “Sir, my men are on permanent standby twenty-four seven and can be ready to go within minutes. You just name the place.”

				     “Good, I’ll need a team of ten men. It will be a night operation, sometime within the next twenty-four to forty-eight hours. I’m afraid I can’t tell you anymore at present but I will need you ready to go when I call.”  

				     “That’s not a problem sir, we’ll be ready for you.”

				     “Good, thank you Major. I have to go now but I will be in touch very soon with the details.” Jack stood up, the Major saluted him and then Jack left to meet Verner outside the Officer’s Club.

				     Verner was standing under an umbrella vainly trying to shield himself from the rain that was beating down even harder now. Jack hurried over to meet him, holding his bag over his head to shield himself. As he neared Schmitt a green jeep pulled round the corner and stopped in front of the two men. Jack opened the rear door.

				     “Hop in Verner, I’ve got a plane on standby. You’ll be home in time for lunch!” No persuasion needed, Schmitt climbed in the back of the jeep and Jack followed. Ten minutes later they were in the air, and just over an hour later they landed in Geneva.

				

				     Jack and Verner drove straight from the airstrip to Verner’s offices in the heart of Geneva. The city was situated where Lake Geneva flowed into the River Rhone and on this convergence one of the most beautiful and picturesque cities had grown. Narrow and winding streets weaved their way between the larger boulevards and historic architecture had blended well with the more recent constructions of the last century.

				      Banked on either side by the Alps and Jura mountains which had confined its growth, it was the second largest city in Switzerland but still had a population of only one hundred and eighty thousand people, but despite its relevantly insignificant size, it was nevertheless a global city thanks to the presence of numerous international organisations, chief of which was the European headquarters of the U.N. 

				      The Swiss Intelligence offices were housed in a small and discreet office block on Avenue de Sainte-Clotilde south of the river. Schmitt held the door open for Jack as they walked through the glass entrance on the ground floor, opposite one of the several campuses of the University of Geneva on the other side of the road. 

				     Schmitt’s office was on the top floor, the eighth, and it had a panoramic view of the city in all directions. 

				     “Have you got that report for me?” Schmitt enquired of one his agents as he walked along the corridor. 

				     “Yes sir, it’s all in this file,” and he handed it over to Schmitt.

				     Once inside his office, Verner sat down and opened the file he had just been given, selecting choice pieces of information to read out loud. “Thomas Roos. Forty-two years old. Swiss. Born Zurich. Married fourteen years. Wife born in Cairo, became a naturalized Swiss citizen nine years ago. They have two children, a boy and a girl. They are a Christian family, they go to church every Sunday and his wife is a volunteer in a local Christian bookstore. They are very much involved in the local Chrsitian community. He works as the office manager for Talib Medical Instruments here in Geneva…”

				     “That’s all very good Verner but can we skip to the parts I don’t know?” Jack blurted out, as he grew impatient with his reserved colleague’s approach.

				     “We’ll get there. The company has an office in New York as well as Geneva but other than that there’s nothing out of the ordinary. Roos doesn’t have a criminal record, pays his bills. He comes up clean Jack.” 

				     “So what’s he doing with Sulaiman?”

				     “You know, it’s quite possible that he doesn’t know who he is.”

				     “Sure, but I don’t think so. They have an office in the States, his wife’s an Arab by birth for godsakes, it all seems to fit…”

				     “Jack!!” Verner interupted and cut Jack short. “Just because someone’s born in the Middle East doesn’t mean you can make such presumptions about them like that. You should know better.” 

				     Verner had raised his voice for the first time since the pair had met that morning, which given the conversations that had transpired was no small achievement, but he was intensely annoyed at Jack’s arrogance. And more importantly, he was shocked by Jack’s assumptions of guilt when all the information indicated that this man Roos was no more than a pawn in a game he did not know was taking place. 

				     “Come on Jack, you’re a better agent than that.”

				     “Still, it doesn’t add up for me. Can you bring Roos in for questionning. Shake him up a little bit, rattle his cage and see what comes out. If he’s all innocent in this then he’ll be co-operative and have nothing to hide.” Jack could see his friend’s point but he would not back down and was being deliberately confrontational in his conversation and approach. He respected Verner but his composed and measured approach was not getting him any closer to Sulaiman. 

				     Jack sensed that he would have to take charge of the operation in full if he was to get the result that he needed, even if this meant being bull-headed and presumptious. In his experience, where there was smoke there was always fire. 

				     “It won’t be easy, but it can be arranged. Listen Jack, this has got to be handled right, or not at all, do you understand? I won’t have you running around the streets of Geneva causing all manner of mayhem.” 

				     “I appreciate that Verner, but I’m not the one causing problems. I just try and deal with them as best I can.” 

				     “I know Jack…” Verner began trying to placate his old friend.

				     “I have got the biggest problem on my hands. A lot of people have lost their lives and more are in danger. I need to get to the bottom of this as quickly as possible. If you can help me out on this then fine…”

				     “Okay Jack, okay, I understand. I’ll have my men pick him up and bring him in. I have two men covering him as we speak.” Verner picked up the phone and instructed his men to bring in Roos immediately. 

				     “Thanks Verner, I appreciate it.”

				     Almost as soon as he had replaced the receiver the two field agents assigned to his surveillance sprang into action. It was one o’clock on a bright and cloudless Tuesday afternoon and Roos was in a florists on the banks of the lake when the two agents approached him. As he left the shop and walked to his car, a bunch of brilliant red roses in his hands, the agents stepped out. 

				     The two heavy-set Swiss Inteligence agents stopped Roos and identified themselves.

				     “Excuse me sir, are you Thomas Roos?” 

				     Roos confirmed his identity, “Swiss Intelligence….What do you want with me?”

				     “Get in the car please sir.” 

				     The agent opened the rear door of their car and Roos got in, sitting next to one of the agents as the other agent drove the car. Roos offered no resistance and was mystified as to why Swiss Intelligence would be interested in him. 

				     He continued to question the two agents but they ignored him, sitting in silence as they drove back to their office where Schmitt and Jack were waiting. 

				

				 Chapter Thirteen

				

				     The car screeched to a halt outside the Swiss Intelligence Headquarters and Thomas Roos was bundled in through the back, avoiding the main street. Jack and Verner were still ensconced upstairs debating what line to take with him and what would yield the best results. 

				     The two security men led Roos down an empty corridor at the rear of the building, passing numerous smartly dressed men in suits who eyed him with suspicion. They marched him down a dark and faceless corridor, the grey and chipped paintwork on the bare stone walls occasionally broken up by a windowless, locked door, and they forced him into a small room at the end. 

				     It was empty except for a small metal table in the middle of the room surrounded by three chairs, and a large mirror ran along the length of the room on one side. Roos stepped in with one of the two agents. The other made his way to the adjacent room where Schmitt and Jack were waiting, watching their frightened and nervous suspect through the two-way mirror. 

				     As he stepped warily into the cell-like room, he was gripped with a sudden panic. The door was locked and there was no other way out and he had no idea why he was there. He did not recognise the building he had been led into and he suddenly feared for his safety as his mind began to run riot in the grim half-light, all manner of terrifying scenarios racing through his brain. 

				     Roos sat in the chair, fumbling nervously and he felt alone and vulnerable. A solitary bulb hung from the ceiling above him shedding light onto the table but its singular filament wasn’t strong enough to reach the corners of the room, which remained dim and unlit, and the room had a damp and pungent smell that Roos noticed immediately. It was an unfriendly and intimidating place. 

				      He tried to compose himself when suddenly the door opened. His eyes had quickly accustomed to the small room and with the door open, all he could make out were two silhouettes against the bright light of the corridor, and he had to shield his eyes momentarily. Before he could look up again the door had closed and in had stepped two men, Jack Wildey and Schmitt.

				     Verner walked in slowly and sat down opposite Roos. Jack walked over to the side of the room and propped himself up against the wall, his eyes fixed on the diminutive man in the chair. Roos felt hemmed in by the two men and he panicked, standing up quickly sending his chair skidding off across the concrete floor.

				     “Sit down Mr Roos,” Verner said, using a quiet and impersonal tone of voice. Jack still stood motionless and silent by the side of the room.

				     “What do you want? Why have you brought me here?” Roos stammered, barely concealing his nerves and apprehension. 

				     “Please sit down Mr Roos.” Verner repeated his request but again Roos refused. “Pick up the chair and sit down, we need to ask you a few questions that is all. If you are innocent you have nothing to worry about.”

				     Roos remained standing in the middle of the room, shouting hysterically and ignoring everything the Swiss Intelligence head asked of him. Verner sat calmly in his seat saying nothing and waiting for Roos to calm down. He took out a pack of cigarettes and offered Roos one. He refused, and so Verner lit one for himself. 

				     “Who are you? Why have you brought me here, I haven’t done anything…” Roos shrieked again, refusing to co-operate and forgetting for a second the man stood silently by his side.

				     “Sit down and shut the fuck up,” Jack yelled as he jumped forward, picked up the chair and pushed Roos by the shoulder down into it. “You will talk when I tell you and answer the questions, do you understand?” he said slamming his hands on the table making it shake violently. 

				     Roos sat down instantly without making a sound, shocked at the outburst, and looked up at Jack who was now leaning in towards him. He was now very concerned with the man who stood no more than a foot away and he felt forcefully intimidated by his presence. 

				     Verner remained in his seat, his legs crossed, and did not even look up at his detainee but said matter-of-factly, “It will be better for everyone if you just co-operate with us and answer our questions Mr Roos.” 

				     Roos listened but hadn’t taken his eyes off Jack who had by now taken a step back but his presence still made Roos uncomfortable. He was now ready to talk. 

				     “So tell me Mr Roos, what exactly do you do for a living?”

				     Hesitantly, “I work for a pharmaceutical company, it’s a medical instruments company here in Geneva. Called T.M.I.”

				     “Does you wife work for the company too?”

				    “ My wife?” he uttered, incomprehensively, “No of course not. She works part time in a bookshop in town. Why?”

				     “So how did you and your wife meet?” 

				     “I don’t understand what that has to do with anything…”

				     “Just answer the question Mr Roos. How did you and your wife meet?”

				     Roos was getting more and more nervous and he stuttered badly as he tried to explain to Jack, getting his words muddled as he explained they had met fifteen years previous when he had been in Egypt. He told Jack the truth, he had no reason to lie, but his nerves and obvious fear made Jack suspicious.

				     “I see your wife is a Swiss national now. I guess that must be pretty difficult, from my experience there is barely enough room in marriage for two people let alone two religions…”

				     “What do you mean, my wife is Christian like me. We are good Christian people.” 

				     “Then could you explain what you are doing here talking with this man?” and Jack placed a photograph on the table of Sulaiman. Roos picked it up and looked at it, his hands shaking as he struggled to hold it steady. 

				     “It’s Mr Hassan,” Roos stammered.

				     “Who?” 

				     “Mr Ahmed Hassan. He is an investor in the company I work for.” Roos looked pleadingly from Jack to Verner and back again. He obviously believed what he was saying, or else he was a better liar than Jack had expected. But either way, Jack didn’t want to take a chance. He had to be sure that Roos was telling the truth.

				     “Okay, so tell me about Mr Hassan.” 

				     “What do you want to know? He’s an investor in the company; he has been for some time I think, six years at least. He’s a rich Arab. A very nice man.” 

				     Jack was not convinced, “I don’t see Mr Hassan down as an investor in the company. Would you care to tell us why that is?” Jack did not know whether Sulaiman was an investor or not, he hadn’t checked that out, but he knew that something like that would rattle Roos and see if he was trying to hide anything but the only reaction he got was one of surprise. Roos believed Jack because he didn't know any different. 

				     “I don’t know, you’ll have to talk to my employer about that…”

				     “What makes you think we haven’t already Mr Roos?” 

				     Roos now looked truly scared. His eyes darted from Jack to Verner and he fidgeted relentlessly with his hands in his lap until he stopped and asked for a cigarette from Schmitt. Taking one out of the pack, he lit it and held it in his trembling hands.

				     “So tell me about your meeting yesterday with Mr Hassan.”

				     “Yesterday? Umm…I met him yesterday to give him a report. It was from my boss, Miss Talib, she’s one of the owners of the company. She’s in America at the moment, on business.”

				     At the mention of America, Jack tensed and Verner could see this. He knew he was on the right track. He could sense it but he knew he would have to be careful with what ever information Roos gave him. 

				     The only way he would be able to catch Sulaiman was with the element of surprise, that was the only thing they had going for them. Sulaiman, if he was involved, and Jack was now sure that he was, he would not hang around if he knew Jack was onto him. He would disappear again and Jack couldn’t risk that happening. But what was becoming of more concern to him was this female, Miss Talib, that Roos mentioned, the owner of the company. 

				     “How often does Mr Hassan come to your offices then?” Verner enquired.

				     “Never, he never comes, not to my knowledge, not since I have been working there.”

				     “So do you always meet him in town?”

				     “Yes, but I’ve only met him twice, both times at the Café Society coffee house.”

				     “And where is Mr Hassan from then?” Verner asked sarcastically, “to the best of your limited knowledge.”

				     “He’s from Saudi Arabia,” Roos was growing worried about the line of questioning, or the precision of the questioning as he saw it, “Why do you want to know about Mr Hassan? Has something happened to him?”

				     “Has something happened? Well you could say that. Tell me, where does Mr Hassan live in Geneva?” Jack was growing ever more impatient but the presence of Verner had ensured he kept his cool. This was not his usual ‘interrogation’ style and the length and time it was taking was something he was not used to. He was so close to the information he needed but he had to be sure that it was right before he could move. 

				     “He’s not staying in Geneva. He’s rented a villa somewhere along the lake, in Montreux if I remember correctly.”

				     “If you remember?…that your memory of yours is real unreliable there Roos,” Jack said, “So who else is at the villa with him?”

				     “I have no idea. I have never been there. Why do you keep asking about Mr…?”

				     “Tell me about the report you gave to Mr Hassan then,” Jack interrupted, cutting Roos short. He prowled the interrogation room, striking fear into the heart of the increasingly petrified and perplexed detainee sat before him, whose eyes were jarred wide open, waiting for the stalking assailant to pounce.

				     “Our New York offices sent me an email outlining Miss Talib’s itinerary. And I have instructions to inform Mr Hassan of all emails or faxes about her trip and give him a copy. That’s what I was doing yesterday. That’s all. Now would you please tell me…”

				     But again Jack cut Roos short, “And have you given any other emails or faxes to Mr Hassan before Monday?”

				     “Yes of course. I had another email for him from Miss Talib last Friday.”

				     Growing ever more impatient, “And what did it say?”

				     “It was nothing important really, it just said that her trip to Boston had been successful. That was all.”

				     “I don’t think you are telling me the whole story here Mr Roos, are you?” Jack pulled the empty chair round and sat down inches from him. Roos was still fumbling with the cigarette in his hands, which had burnt down almost to the filter, but his eyes remained fastened on it trying to avoid Jack who was leaning in close to him. “And what was in the email you gave him yesterday then?”

				     “It said Miss Talib was going to Washington D.C. and Miami and that she would contact me when she got back to New York. She said she had decided to shorten her trip and that she would be back in Geneva in three weeks time.” 

				     This was the information Jack had been looking for. Without knowing, it, Roos had marked Miss Talib as the Boston bomber and had given up the next two targets. 

				     “How do you arrange your meetings with Mr Hassan? And think carefully before you answer this Mr Roos. You are not in a position to play games with me here. You are in a lot of trouble?” 

				     “Why? I haven’t done anything. I don’t know what you are talking about.” Roos was becoming more frenzied and frantic and felt he was involved in something he had no idea about, as if someone had just pulled the rug out from under him and he was in free-fall, “I have a cell number that I call him on and we arrange where in town to meet. That’s it.”

				     “So what is his cell number?” Jack asked.

				     “It’s on my phone, under the name Hassan.”

				     “Are you sure you have you told me everything you know about Mr Hassan?”

				     “Yes, everything, I swear!”

				     “That’s it? You swear. Well I don’t believe you Mr Roos. Empty your pockets onto the table.” Roos pulled out the contents of his jacket and trouser pockets. They contained the usual stuff, a wallet, keys, loose change, an assortment of receipts and a cell phone. “I think you know more than you are telling us.” 

				     Roos pleaded he had told Jack everything he knew, his stuttering and stammering voice filling the room in desperation and panic, but it was to no avail. Jack, his barely-concealed contempt bubbling to the surface, picked up the wallet and cell phone from the table.

				     “You’ll get these back when I’ve checked them out.” Jack said. 

				     After what seemed like hours but was in fact closer in actuality to a mere forty-five minutes, Roos had divulged everything to Jack that he knew. Everything he knew about Mr Hassan, everything about Sabina, about where she had been and where she was, and to the best of his knowledge where she was going. But Jack was not satisfied. He and Verner left the room and locked the door, leaving Roos on his own again.

				     Jack and Verner went back to the room next door where they could talk privately and at the same time observe Roos through the two-way mirror. They both agreed that Roos was an innocent party but Jack had seen more than that. He had seen a chance to get Sulaiman to come to them rather than having to chase after him. 

				     “Roos is just a messenger boy Verner. He has no idea what he’s involved in, he’s in way over his head. He’s confirmed the Boston connection, I think it’s time we put him in the picture, don’t you agree?”

				     Verner agreed that Roos was in no way aware of the position he had found himself in and, although he thought it risky, he agreed to Jack’s plans of involving him. They left him in the room for half an hour, on his own, to unsettle him even more and to ensure his complete co-operation. If he was innocent as they suspected, leaving him would scare him sufficiently that he would have no other option than to do whatever they asked of him.

				     Jack waited in the corridor, other agents bustling past, as Verner went upstairs to his office to make a quick phone call to begin putting into place Jack’s plan. When he returned ten minutes later he and Jack both went into the interrogation room and found Roos slumped in his chair, his head resting in his left arm on the metal tabletop.

				     “Mr Roos”, Jack began, “you are in a great deal of trouble here. More so than I think you understand.” Jack went on to explain that his business acquaintance, Mr Hassan, was a wanted man and that by his very involvement Roos was an accessory and could face years in jail. Upping the stress on Roos until he could no longer take it, Jack bullied him into submission and he was willing to do exactly as he was told. Roos continued to proclaim his innocence, and Jack and Verner believed him, but the threat of jail time was too much. He had a wife and family to think of, and he was a decent and honest man. He was not used to this kind of physical and mental treatment and the thought of going to prison frightened him intensely.

				     Seeing that Roos was willing to play ball, and aware that he was fractious at best, Jack tried a different tact, levelling to him a fraudulent story as to who his Mr Hassan was and making him feel less the object of their intense focus. There was nothing to be gained from telling him who he really was, it would only frighten the already highly strung business man and they needed him to be calm and to be perceived as normal if he was to be of any help at all to them. 

				     “The man you know as Mr Hassan is a wanted criminal, Mr Roos. And you are going to help us catch him.” Jack laid it out direct and to the point. Roos had trouble coming to terms with it at first, the nice and pleasant man he had known as Mr Hassan could not be the same person they were describing to him. 

				     Verner could see that Roos was struggling with it and he took out a folder of photographs he had collected from his office upstairs. Opening it, he poured out its contents, which slid out and covered the small table.

				     Roos picked up a couple of the prints and looked at them, his expression changing as he looked at each one in turn, realising that the photos in front of him were of the nice man he knew. As he looked from one photo to another increasingly incredulously, he realised he had been duped; photos of Sulaiman in Baghdad, and clutching various guns and weapons, abolished the images he had up to that point, images of Mr Hassan as a polite and gregarious business investor.

				     “That is your ‘nice man’!” Jack stated matter-of-factly, his blue-collar rage surfacing again. 

				     “I swear I had no idea.” Roos squirmed in his chair, worried about not what he had done but what he was going to be asked to do. 

				     “And that’s why you are going to help us to catch him. Or else you are facing a long stretch inside my friend. Aiding and abetting, you're a god damned accessory to a known criminal! Weekly exchanges and meetings, you have a close relationship with this man. That’s how any court is going to see it. And you say you had no idea who he was? Come one, no one is going to believe that. You said you passed information to Hassan, this alone could get you fifteen years!”

				     “But I swear it, I had no idea, I was just doing my job!”

				     “And that’s why you’re going to help us now. You are going to make a call to Mr Hassan,” Jack said adopting a sarcastic tone, “and you are going to tell him you have more information for him from Miss Talib. Have you got that? Do you understand?”

				     Roos nodded.

				     “Just think of your family. You don’t want your kids to grow up with their father in jail do you? Look at it as your last assignment for Mr Hassan. Just one call and this will all be over and you can go!”

				     Roos nodded and agreed, although he had no choice. 

				     Verner opened the door and spoke to an agent who had been waiting outside and told him to get some coffee for Mr Roos and then he and Jack left the interrogation room.

				     “We’ll get Roos to make the call to Sulaiman at five pm,” Jack said and Verner nodded in anticipation, “and we’ll get a fix on the cell phone location. We can’t afford to take any chances with this. We’ll get Roos cleaned up and go to his offices. If Sulaiman calls back I want Roos to be there to answer it. Can I use your phone to call Langley?”

				      “Go ahead, there is a secure line in the observation room next door,” he replied as he left to make preparations for what lay ahead. 

				     Jack knew the next few hours would be vital, but he now had more problems to worry about. If Miss Talib was the bomber in Boston, then what was she doing in Washington and Miami? The destinations on her trip worried him because he knew instantly why she was going there. His instincts had been right all along. 

				     He picked up the phone and made the call to Don Coyne at Langley who answered the phone almost immediately. 

				     “Hi Don, it’s me Jack.”

				     “Hey Jack, what’s happening?”

				     “Listen Don, I don’t have much time. At five o’clock local time here in Geneva, that’s about two hours from now, we’re making a call to cell number 021 774 8364 which we believe is in the Montreux area. This will be done from a landline in Geneva from the offices of T.M.I. I want you to track and locate the exact position of where that cell phone is. Call me once you have the location. Okay?”

				     “Got it, cell number 021 774 8364. Location most probably Montreux, Switzerland. I’ll get back to you Jack as soon as we have anything.”

				     He hung up the phone. 

				     

				Chapter Fourteen

				

				     Verner and Jack escorted Roos to his office building just after four o’clock. Although they were not expecting any trouble, Jack had a small snub-nosed 9mm concealed under his coat strapped under his left arm, as the three men parked the car down the street and walked the short distance to the office. Roos walked over and spoke to the receptionist briefly, keen not to arouse suspicion as Jack had told him, and then they got the elevator to the third floor. 

				     It was a small building - compact, modern and stylish. The floor was made up of slabs of grey finished marble punctuated by small jet-black tiles arranged in the corners where four slabs intersected. On the wall hung a collection of various expensive looking paintings, something that seemed out of place for a medical instruments company. The impression the office gave was one of wealth, and vast wealth at that. 

				     Roos led the way to his office. The floor was busy with people talking on telephones and tapping away at computers but Jack ignored their stares as Roos led them directly to his office. His office was obsessively ordered, folders arranged neatly on shelves down both walls, and a small lamp sat on the desk next to his computer.

				     “Check if you have had any emails or faxes in first. If we get lucky there might be something!” Jack said, knowing full well that Roos was finding the five pm phone call a daunting proposition and that if he actually had a message to inform Sulaiman about he would not seem so apprehensive during the call. 

				     Roos turned on his computer, which lurched into life, and the screen flickered on. 

				     “There’s an email from our New York office,” Roos said.

				     “What does it say? Read it out.”

				     Roos read out the email to Jack and Verner: “Hi Thomas. Washington and Miami both very successful. Miss Talib has decided not to return to New York from Miami but will travel straight to Los Angeles. She will contact you from there. Regards, Helen Page.” He read it out matter-of-factly, as if he were reading out a column from a newspaper and it was clear to Jack from this that he hadn’t fully grasped the situation which he was now at the centre of.  

				     Jack realised that the two trips that Helen Page had spoken about in her short but illuminating email had probably been ordered by Sulaiman, but he said nothing, and in a quick glance to Verner he knew that he understood that too.

				     “Who is Helen Page?”

				     “She works in our New York office, she’s Miss Talib’s assistant,” Roos offered, trying to be as helpful as possible to ensure his own safety. 

				     “Where is Miss Talib’s office?” Jack immediately enquired and Roos showed Schmitt and Jack to it.

				     It was two doors down on the same floor but was markedly different from that of Roos. The office was furnished for a top executive with a large and expensive mahogany desk and matching bookcase. On the side of the room was a beautiful, soft red leather button-backed settee and on the desk sat a top of the range Apple Mac computer, a scanner and printer. On a side table, centred prominently in the middle, was a silver-framed colour photograph of Sabina Talib holding a glass trophy and on the bottom of the frame read the inscription ‘Sabina Talib Geneva Ladies Champion 2006’. 

				      “Do you have any other photographs of Miss Talib?” Jack asked and Roos scurried off, swiftly followed by Verner, and then he returned a moment later with a large folder. Inside it was a list of all T.M.I. employees with contact details and, most importantly, a personal photo. It was not a recent one, as far as Jack could tell, but it would have to do. Sabina was a young woman with dark hair and she was very attractive, Jack thought. Her body language was joyous and carefree. After reading her personal details, her home address, telephone number, and car and bank details Jack returned to Roos’ office to wait to make the phone call.

				     Jack went through with Roos what he was to say, and instructed him to act as natural as he could manage because if Sulaiman realised anything was up, the game would be over. The minutes ticked by slowly to five o’clock and with every second Roos became more and more nervous. He didn’t know who Sulaiman was but he was starting to realise that what Jack had told him wasn’t the whole truth and he could only begin to imagine what he now found himself involved in. 

				     As the seconds slid by, Roos eyed the digital clock on his desk. It read 4.56. Only four minutes to wait. As he watched the twin dots on the read out count out the seconds, his mind was focussed on his family. He was doing this for them. He thought of his loving wife, and of his two children, and how he wanted to protect them and would do anything for the. He could not go to jail and in thinking about this he became more focussed. In a few minutes it would all be over and he would be free; free of his dealings with Sulaiman, free of Jack and he could go back to his normal life which at that moment in time seemed so very far away from him.

				     “It’s coming up to five o’clock. It’s time to make the call, Roos.” Jack said. Suddenly his daydreaming and wistful pondering of the future was shattered and he was brought back into the present, the immediate reality thrusting itself into his consciousness like a locomotive. “I want you to keep Sulaiman talking as long as you can, try and make some conversation with him but above all just act as you normally do.” Roos nodded nervously. “Will I be able to listen in on this phone?” Jack asked, picking up the receiver next to him. 

				     Roos again nodded, and reached out and picked up the phone in front of him. His hands were cold and clammy and his face was pale, such were his fears as he lifted the receiver and held it to his ear and then dialled the cell phone number.

				     The phone rang for what seemed an interminable amount of time until Sulaiman answered, each ring echoing through Roos’ ears, and each echo a step closer to his freedom. 

				      “Good afternoon Mr Hassan. This is Thomas Roos. How are you sir? Still enjoying your holiday I hope.”

				     Sulaiman answered bluntly, “Yes very much Thomas, tell me, have you heard from Miss Talib?”

				     “Yes sir, that’s why I was calling actually, an email just came in from Helen Page at the New York office about her trip. Would you like to meet this evening at the coffee house, or would you prefer tomorrow during the day?”

				     “No. That won’t be necessary,” Sulaiman spoke calmly and considered his every word. “Just tell me what it says now please, Thomas.” 

				     “Okay, just give me a moment while I bring it up on the screen.” A few seconds passed by as Roos tapped away on the keyboard opening the email.

				     “Are you still there Mr Hassan?”

				     “Yes Thomas. Go ahead please.”     

				     “Of course sir. Well it seems Miss Talib has been very busy. She said that both of her meetings in Washington D.C. and in Miami had been very successful and that she had decided not to go back to New York but instead to go straight onto L.A. It says she will contact me again when she gets there.”

				     “That’s fine Thomas. Listen, I would like you to collect all of the correspondence from Miss Talib’s trip and bring them to me tomorrow morning at the coffee house where we met last time.” 

				     Jack waved his arms at Roos and pointed at his watch, holding up two fingers.

				     “I’m sorry Mr Hassan, could we make it in the afternoon?” Roos said as he tried to stall and drag out the conversation, “I need to go to the hospital tomorrow morning for a blood test. I had my annual check up recently and my cholesterol and blood pressure levels are high. You know what hospitals are like, they seem to take forever.” 

				     “No, tomorrow afternoon is no good for me, I have another engagement,” he added promptly, “it will keep till you here from Miss Talib again. Goodbye Mr Roos.” And before Thomas could say anything more Sulaiman had hung up. 

				     Jack replaced his receiver and turned to Verner, “I don’t know if that was long enough for us to get a fix. I’ll check it out.” Verner left the room to call the tracking station that had been monitoring the signal to find out. 

				     “You did good Roos,” Jack added. 

				     “Do you think he suspected something, he met me the last time on the same day?”

				     “No, you did just fine.” And Jack removed himself from the conversation. Roos had served his purpose and did not need to know any further information and anyway, Jack had already moved on. 

				     As Sulaiman wasn’t going to come to Geneva, Jack would have to go to Montreux and take him out there. It was a scenario he had wanted to avoid, going after Sulaiman on his own ground would be dangerous and he had wanted to lure him out. But either he was wise and had sensed something was not right, or he was about to move. Either way, it didn’t leave much time and Jack would have to act fast.

				     “It was just enough time to get a fix Jack,” said Verner as he returned to the room, holding the receiver of his cell phone down over his chest. 

				     “Thank you Mr Roos, you have been a great help to us. You must understand that all that has happened in these last few hours is top secret.”

				     “Yes,” Roos replied, “I can’t tell you how glad I am that it’s all over and I can go home.” 

				     “Well not yet. We are going to have to ask you to be our guest tonight and you’ll be free to go tomorrow. We have a very comfortable room where you can stay. And remember, you will be helping your country.”

				     “I will need to call my wife otherwise she’ll be worried about me,” Roos reluctantly replied.

				     “That’s okay, tell her you have had to go to Frankfurt on business and will be away overnight,” Jack instructed. 

				     Verner turned to Roos and said that two of his men were downstairs and that they would escort him to the room they had for him. Back at Swiss Intelligence offices, an agent immediately escorted Roos to a fifth floor bedroom. The windows were secure and the room was very comfortably furnished with a large flat-screen television but there was no telephone or any means of communication with the outside world. 

				     Meanwhile, in the car, Verner confirmed to Jack that the call had been tracked to a small villa in Montreux, a lakeside villa just outside of the town. It was currently rented out but there was no record of who this was too. It was a perfect fit and was undoubtedly where Sulaiman was.

				     “That’s it, that’s got to be it. I want the villa put under surveillance immediately Verner. Twenty-four hours, ten men, in three shifts. That’s where he is, I’m sure of it, and I don’t want him slipping away.”

				     As Jack drove speedily through the busy Geneva streets, Verner opened his cell phone again and gave the orders, “Tell them to get the architectural plans of the villa for me. Photograph anything that moves. I’ll be in my office in twenty minutes.”

				     The car roared through the small and winding streets, which were busier than they had been earlier, and Jack pulled the Mercedes round the tight corners of the historic town, up through the city square and towards Swiss Intelligence. Verner slid from one side of his seat to the other as Jack accelerated to the extent of the car’s capabilities. The engine roared and shuddered as he threw it through the gears but his concentration was not with the car, or even with the road. No, Jack’s concentration was elsewhere and it was his autopilot that was doing the driving. In his head he was making his own preparations and deciding what to do next. He was unsure of the details but he knew the first thing he would do when he got back to Intelligence Headquarters would be to make the call to Major Skerritt.

				            

				Chapter Fifteen

				

				     Back at Swiss Intelligence Headquarters, agents were racing around carrying out Schmitt’s orders before he returned. When he and Jack hurried through the doors, a handful of agents surrounded them; Jack prised himself away and made for Verner’s office to call Langley. 

				     He knew they needed to move fast and that if they were going to move in on Sulaiman they would have to do it that night; if he had even the slightest suspicion of Roos he would not stay long and he would leave the anonymity of his lake-side retreat if its safety had been compromised. 

				     “Roy, it’s Jack.”

				     “Jack! We’ve been waiting to hear from you…”

				     Jack immediately cut him short, “He’s here Roy, Sulaiman is here!” Jack proceeded to outline Sulaiman’s whereabouts to Roy and informed him they would be making an assault on the villa in the early hours. Details were yet to be finalised and although he couldn’t know for sure, Jack told him, he suspected that the bomber was a woman called Sabina Talib. 

				     “She was in Boston at the time of the bombing, and she has been to D.C. and Miami within the last three days. I’m gonna send over a photo of her, Roy, and I want you to get it out to all airports on the west coast, but primarily Los Angeles, that’s where I think she is going next.” He could hear Roy frantically struggling to get it all down on paper as he spoke but he continued anyway, “I’ll send over fingerprints and as much info as I have here, she works for a company called Talib Medical Instruments with offices in New York, on Park Avenue. I want you to put it under surveillance immediately Roy okay, did you get all that?”

				     Roy struggled to keep up, but he got it all. 

				     “I’ll call with more tomorrow after the raid,” and Jack hung up. He now had two things to worry about: Sulaiman was priority number one, but once they had him, if the raid went as he wanted, he would have to deal with Sabina. A terrorist bomber on the loose in the States was the biggest threat the country had ever faced and if she was working for Sulaiman and shared even half of his venom and conviction then there was no telling to what lengths she would go.

				     After he had spoken to Roy he called direct to Ramstein and to Major Skerritt. As promised his Special Forces team was ready and waiting and Jack informed him to move his men to Geneva Military Airbase straight away.

				     

				     The atmosphere in the Swiss headquarters had grown ever more fervent as the news spread that an assault on Colonel Sulaiman was imminent. Even though he was not wanted by any Swiss agencies and had no history with the small western European country, his profile as an international terrorist had made him a name that was known globally and even in Switzerland, a country that couldn’t be further from his home, he was a fearful presence.

				     As the hours ticked by and the assault neared, the tension in the headquarters grew unmistakably palpable and all conversations took on an aura of preoccupation, loaded with the expectation of what was to come. Agents frantically raced about carrying out their business but whether they were directly involved with the raid or not, their work was shadowed by it and there was only one thing on everybody’s mind. 

				     As the evening closed in, Jack held an emergency meeting in Schmitt’s office to study the location of the villa and to go over the architectural plans. In attendance were Verner and numerous Swiss Agents.

				     Taking charge of the room Jack spoke slowly and cautiously, but with an authority that left the Swiss agents with no illusions as to who was in charge. 

				     “Good evening gentlemen, I am only going to say this once so I want you all to pay attention. Intelligence reports indicate that Colonel Sulaiman is holed up in a villa on the banks of Lake Geneva, a couple of miles outside of Montreux. Now for those of you who don’t know who Sulaiman is yet I suggest you find out pretty damn quick who we are dealing with here!” 

				      Relishing his role, Jack spoke clearly and his barracks-style lecturing came as a shock to some of the more junior members of the European intelligence service; some just out of university, they were academically-endeavoured and highly knowledgeable but lacked the hands-on approach of the older agents who had nearly all had military training at some point. 

				     “We know that Sulaiman is at the villa, and we know that he has others with him, but as of yet we have no report on precisely how many men he may have. Now for the villa itself, it has a single access point to the front leading directly from the main road and it is surrounded on all three sides by woodland which will conceal our approach. There is a small boathouse located forty yards to the rear of the building on the lake. Now this is the point of weakness and it will be our initial entry point.”

				     The Swiss agents listened as Jack outlined the raid but were all shocked when he announced that they would only be present as a back-up team. Verner had not informed his team that Jack’s Special Forces would be carrying out the raid itself and the news of this was met with a mixture of relief and resentment. And as quickly as Jack had begun, he ended the briefing and the collection of agents left the room; Verner’s second in command Agent Blocher was the only agent to stay.

				    “To the point as always Jack.”

				     “I’m sorry if it seems that way Verner but I don’t have time to worry about hurting anyone’s feelings.” 

				     As he laid down the law his cell phone rang and he answered it immediately. The line was distant and full of static but he could make out the voice at the other end loud and clear. Major Skerritt notified Jack that he and his team had landed at Geneva Military Airport and that they were ready for deployment. Jack quickly informed the Major of the situation, detailing the object of the raid and that Sulaiman was wanted alive at all costs, and ordered the team to move out to the location in Montreux and to begin a full perimeter surveillance operation. 

				     Major Skerritt observed his orders and moved his team out immediately. The team, split into two sections, boarded two black and unmarked helicopters waiting on the tarmac at Geneva Military Airbase which took off, flying northeast up the lake towards Montreux.

				    Meanwhile, Verner began piecing together the minutiae of the raid. Stretching out a large plan of the building and surrounding grounds, he pulled a low-hanging lamp down close to the table and marked off several points, explaining his strategy to Jack. Although this was an American-run operation and he was ultimately in charge, Jack was only too glad to receive assistance from his old friend and in any case, this was Verner’s unofficial specialty – he had been planning and executing these small, focussed assaults since the height of the Cold War in the late seventies.

				     As the two men examined the plans, the two helicopters flew low over lake Geneva on their way towards Montreux, slicing through the dark like sleek and slender birds of prey sweeping in for the kill. The lake was still as the icy night closed in around and the helicopters’ blades cut the smooth surface sending gentle eddies shoreward where the dense forestation smothered the sound of the engines. In stealth mode and with all lights off, they skimmed the water’s surface as they followed the Lake northward.

				     As they neared the northern-most end of the lake, the two helicopters split up, one flying over the northern bank of the lake and continuing east along the shore, the other turning southwards and flying high over the southern bank before tuning east and heading for the city. At it’s widest the lake reached fourteen miles across but at the eastern edge, at the Grand Lac, it narrowed around the Rhone valley and it was in this seclusion that the villa sat.

				     The first helicopter flew round the northern edge before banking and sweeping round and taking a place two miles to the west of the target. Without landing, five Special Forces men leapt out and immediately the helicopter retreated, climbing high where it remained unseen and unheard.

				     The second helicopter flew around the southern limits of the lake, high over the surrounding peaks to co-ordinates just over a mile to the southeast of the villa. Its five men quickly dropped ropes from the low-hovering aircraft through the treetops to the ground and one by one they abseiled down. Once the last man had touched ground, the ropes were cut and the helicopter climbed to its vantage point, like its oppositional number on the other side of Sulaiman’s location. Within minutes, each of the two teams had taken up their positions on either side of the villa and had begun their surveillance. Hemmed in from both side, the villa sat unknowingly exposed and ambushed between the two observing forces.

				     The soldiers from the eastern team took up their positions around the villa and along its exit path to the main road whilst the other team held their place observing the villa from along the banks to the west. 

				     “Agent Wildey, come in, this is Major Skerritt,” and Jack picked up his radio communication.

				     “Wildey. Go ahead Major.”

				     “There are eight armed guards patrolling the limits of the grounds, the lights are on on the ground floor of the villa and in the northern most room of the second floor and there are five, possibly six more men inside. Other than that, it’s all quiet here.”

				     “Okay Major, good. Have your team hold their positions and report back if anything changes.”

				     “Affirmative sir.”

				     Jack turned to Schmitt, “The teams are in place Verner, all we need to do now is wait.”

				     With the Special Forces in place Jack and Verner began to plan the attack. The unguarded boathouse was the obvious weak spot, and Verner’s frogmen would come in from the lake and catch Sulaiman’s men by surprise.

				     “There’s a twin-engine speedboat in the boathouse, your first team will come in and neutralize the boat at 0455 hours,” Jack said to Verner, “Team Two will then convene at the front and both teams will proceed on my order at 0500 hours. We’ll take them on both sides at dawn and catch them cold when they’re most vulnerable.” 

				     It was nearing two o’clock in the morning and Jack’s team had kept the villa under surveillance for nearly five hours with Verner’s men presiding over the single access road. No one had left and no one had entered. The guards on patrol had swapped shifts and now only six patrolled the perimeter, meaning that there was anything up to ten men inside. And Sulaiman. 

				     The air was crisp and the night silent, and a light wintry breeze blew in from the lake. The half crescent moon seemed to loom directly overhead and it shone through the cloudless sky and lit up the villa astoundingly for the middle of the night. Jack’s team, clothed in black and with night vision capability, sat in the shadows and Jack himself took up his position at the front of the villa, with Verner and his agents holding back three hundred yards away.

				     The villa was quiet.  

				     The time now rounding four am, the team grew impatient and wanted to move but Jack insisted on holding back. The plan had been made and they were going to keep to it. As his team kept a watchful eye, another light in an upstairs room flickered on and the Major trained his sights on this twelve by twelve target. Visible through the three windows facing Jack’s team were two men, locked in a heated debate.

				     The Major passed the binoculars to Jack who looked through them. He struggled at first to find the room but then, once he had located it, he watched intensely as the men in the room argued. He could only see one man, the wall between the first and second windows was obscuring the other, and he did not recognise him. But when the other man stepped out from behind his defensive partition Jack knew immediately who it was. Taller and larger than he remembered, there was still no mistaking him. It was the Colonel himself.

				     As Jack strained through the small lenses, he could see Sulaiman talking with one of his men. There were only the two of them in the room and Jack could see that something was afoot. Sulaiman waved his arms angrily and the other man was shouting back and Jack could see the two men were growing increasingly irate; the smaller man stopped talking and he turned to leave, walking towards the corner of the room that was out of Jack’s view, presumably to the door. 

				     He walked a couple of steps and turned around, shouting once more, and then continued towards the door. He stepped out of view, obscured by the wall of the villa, but Jack could see Sulaiman as he pulled out a handgun from his waist and held it up, his arm outstretched. As the other man walked away and with his back to his aggressor, Sulaiman held the gun straight and pulled the trigger, two large flashes suddenly filling the room. He then walked slowly over and to what was the edge of Jack’s view, where he stood for a moment; looking at the man who lay on the floor, he pointed the gun downwards and after two more shots at point blank range, he left the room.

				     Sulaiman appeared moments later in the large room downstairs and Jack could see him talking to his men who quickly jumped into action and began packing up. Instantly lowering the binoculars, he gave them to the Major and then picked up his walkie-talkie from a secure pocket on his jacket. 

				     “All teams be advised, Sulaiman just shot one of his own men! I want all men ready to go on my command. Stand by.”

				     Two of Sulaiman’s guards that had been on patrol went to a large garage in the grounds and drove two big, black four-by-fours to the front of the house. 

				     And in that split second Jack made the decision. He turned to the Major, “It looks like Sulaiman is making his move!” He looked at his watch, which read four forty, and then looked up at the villa again. 

				     Sulaiman’s men were all awake and an assault at this point would be dangerous. Jack would be risking the safety of his men attacking but he couldn’t afford to wait; whatever the disagreement with his subordinate had been it had alarmed him and Sulaiman was packing up and preparing to move out. 

				     Now was the time it had to be. It was the only time it could be.

				     He picked up the walkie-talkie and gave the order.

				

				     Before his voice had left the airwaves, the first team moved in from the west. Two frogmen approached the boathouse underwater, surfacing only feet away from the boat and inside of a minute they were out of the water and had disabled the engine. 

				     “Objective completed. Unit disabled and team in place. Over.”

				     Seconds later three more men, the rest of the first team, hauled themselves silently out of the water and spread across in a fan as they approached the villa. On the other side of the building, the second team, Jack’s team, moved into position flanking the villa’s inhabitants. 

				     They moved towards the front of the villa, spreading out, and three men darted off down the side, sliding alongside the largest wall of the building into the dark. Jack moved up towards the front entrance and stopped suddenly as one of Sulaiman’s men walked down the path, speaking into his radio. Jack signalled for his team to halt and as the hapless guard walked past, still talking into his hand, Jack crept out behind him and in one move, capped his hand over the man’s mouth and plunged his knife into his throat. 

				     It sliced into the flesh with a glassy hiss and as Jack pulled it round from the far side of the man’s neck to the other, blood spurted out, gushing down the struggling man’s chest. As his body wrestled and convulsed, the blood running freely over Jack’s hand and arm, his throat grew taught as he tried to call for help, but all he could manage was a wet and choking gurgle as his vocal chords flapped freely, his windpipe cut completely in two. 

				     Dropping the man to the floor, Jack turned and opened fire on the two men as they stepped out of their four-by-fours, killing both of them. Jack signalled to his team and moved on but as he neared the front door it suddenly opened and in its gaping doorway stood one of Sulaiman’s guards, hurrying from the building with a bag over his shoulder and a box in his hands. He spotted Jack immediately and knew what was happening and yelled to the men inside. He let go of the box, which tumbled to the ground splitting and throwing paper out into the frost-covered grass, and reached under his left arm lunging for the small semi-automatic weapon that hung there. But as he swung his arm across his body, Jack opened fire letting three bullets off which sailed cleanly through the air and into the man’s body killing him instantly. As Jack ran forward, stepping over the body in his stride, he opened fire through the doorway on the unsuspecting men inside, catching one man in the stomach and another in the shoulder, before they managed to close it.    

				     At the rear of the building, the first team closed in. Inside, Sulaiman’s men knew they were under attack and, turning out all of the lights, they smashed open the windows on the ground floor and began firing randomly into the garden. Two terrorists took up positions by the large glass doorway whilst Sulaiman and another man disappeared inside. They ran to the stairwell in the centre of the building and clawed their way to the floor above, shielding their heads from the torrent of broken glass that fell upon them under the hail of bullets that rocketed past above. At the bottom of the stairs stood one terrorist and Sulaiman shouted down to him to lock all of the doors. He ran to the front door, bolted it, and ran back along the hallway to the side of the building.

				     “Remember, we need Sulaiman alive!” Jack yelled into his radio as he stood at the front door. Joined by the Major, Jack kicked at the door but it wouldn’t budge, its bulky solid wood frame holding strong. He took from his pocket a small plastic explosive and fixed it at the top and bottom of the door, quickly pushing in the detonation pins, before he and the Major ran to the side wall for cover. In a brilliant flash of light and an ear-splitting crack, it detonated and Jack stepped round to see a cloud of smoke and timber where the door had stood.   

				     Outside, the three Special Forces men were securing the perimeter. As one soldier forced his way in through a side window, smashing it and sending shards of glass flying into the air, the other two covered the back taking out four terrorists who had been on patrol and had come running back at the sound of the shots. When the first Special Forces soldier climbed in through the window he found himself face to face with the terrorist struggling to follow Sulaiman’s orders and lock the doors, who was now frantically running down to try and stop the Special Forces from getting in. Seeing the soldier, the terrorist lifted his gun to fire, but before it had even reached waist height, two bullets from the soldier’s gun struck him in the head killing him instantly. 

				     Jack and the Major ran in through the front door, bravely stepping into a room where they had no way of knowing what was waiting for them. Jack went in first. There was little light and he kept low to the ground as best he could. Quick flashes from the barrels of the machine guns lit up the room for a second and then were gone; rays of moonlight dissected the hallway, spraying in through bullet holes in the wooden exterior.

				     Through the murky room Jack could see a figure silhouetted against the light at the back and instinct immediately took over as he fired straight away, the flash from his gun allowing him to see the back of one of the terrorists before his bullet struck. As he edged forward, two more came running into the room in front of him. The first ran straight round and nearly collided with Jack and the first that the panic-stricken terrorist knew of his presence was when Jack’s semiautomatic pumped three rounds into him. The second turned and saw Jack and managed to get off a couple of rounds but Jack’s reactions and aiming felled him too. With the two men dead, Jack and the Major moved further into the building

				     Upstairs Sulaiman and another terrorist took shelter. They knew they could not escape, and by going upstairs they had effectively left themselves no other options. But this was Sulaiman's plan. He knew he could not get away, and he did not care. Of more importance to him were Sabina and the mission. This could not fail. He would not allow it to.     

				     The sound of machine gun fire filled the air and smoke began to drift up from the chaos on the ground as Sulaiman proceeded to the communications room. Inside the small enclosure was a small yet highly sophisticated short wave radio and a satellite telephone. He grabbed the phone and frantically dialled the number. Behind him the other terrorist followed but as he approached the doorway a stray bullet caught him and he fell to the ground. The bullet had hit him in the abdomen but had not killed him and he crawled into the room, leaving a trail of blood through the debris across the floor. 

				     He clutched at the table to try to help himself up but he couldn’t and he almost overturned the table, his ruptured and bleeding kidney causing too much pain and sapping him of all his strength. Seeing his wounded comrade Sulaiman leaned over, pushed him to the floor and executed him, pulling a gun and firing as the helpless man screamed and thrust his arms out in defence. The bullet shot through his outstretched hands, severing it, and hit him in the chest lodging in his lungs. He did not die instantly, but lay on the ground choking until is body surrendered. 

				     Sulaiman turned back, hearing a voice on the satellite telephone, he grabbed it and shouted in reply:

				     “Warn ‘SIROCCO’ cover is blown. Complete mission at all costs.” He yelled into the receiver, battling to make himself heard over the fierce firefight below, “I repeat, Warn ‘SIROCCO’ cover is blown. She must complete the mission at all costs!!” 

				     On the ground at the rear of the villa, the two terrorists at the door pinned down the Special Forces soldiers, until a well-placed grenade cleared the way. Before the smoke subsided and the dust settled, the Special Forces had stormed the back of the building and began securing the ground floor one room at a time. Two soldiers took the room first, finding nothing but dead bodies, and then the remaining three soldiers, who had been covering their backs, entered. 

				     As they moved through, a dark shape ran out across the floor directly in front of the lead soldier who swung his weapon and caught the fleeing figure square in the head. His unconscious body clattered to the ground and the agent signalled for his team to move on. He stopped and bent down, realising the unconscious body before him was an escaping terrorist; he dragged the body to the back of the room and left him with the two soldiers securing the rear. Unconscious for now, he was the first prisoner. With the man tied and restrained, he moved back into the room and continued the search for Sulaiman.

				     “Team one to JW. Rear secure, proceeding inside, over,” Jack replied instantly and the two teams met in the central hallway. Team one had stormed and secured the rear and Jack’s team had taken the front but neither of them had found Sulaiman. The gunfire had now ceased, and everything in the villa stood still and silent for a moment. The smell of cordite and burning was overpowering as smoke billowed out into the night air. Jack knew Sulaiman was still there but he did not know how many terrorists there were, and how many were still alive. Tentatively, he led the men upstairs to the first floor. 

				     Spreading out, the Special Forces split into pairs, checking each room one by one. 

				     “Room clear!” called the Special Forces soldier, and moved onto the next room.

				     “Room clear and secured!” cried another. 

				     Jack and the Major moved to the first door along the landing and waited outside whilst the other Special Forces soldiers worked their way through the five rooms on the top floor but they were all empty and abandoned. The Major stepped forward and kicked down the door. Before he could move in though there was a loud crack. His head flew backwards and he was sent reeling, hitting the wall behind and sliding down to the ground. He lay crumpled under the blood-sprayed wall and blood poured from a deep flesh wound to his arm but as Jack looked on there was another loud crack and a searing flash.

				     Jack immediately ran into the room where Sulaiman was standing next to the radio with a pistol in his hand. Jack pointed his automatic weapon at his most deadly of adversaries and said, “Drop the gun Colonel! It’s over. Drop it now! Now!”

				     In a split second Sulaiman raised his handgun, sucking on the barrel and pulled the trigger, blowing the back of his head off. Jack raced over and grabbed Sulaiman saying, “Don’t die on me you bastard! Don’t die!” but it was too late.

				     The window had been blown out and the far wall dripped red. Sulaiman lay on the floor amongst the broken glass in a pool of blood, a gun hanging limply from his lifeless right hand, his dead body sprawled out as the Special Forces congregated in the doorway. 

				     All the other rooms were secure, there was nobody else there, and an eerie stillness spread out through the abandoned rooms and engulfed the house. Every room was quiet now. Silent except for the static of the short wave radio on the table next to Sulaiman’s body which crackled loudly and triumphantly into the night. 

				     Sulaiman was dead but his death meant nothing. His work would continue unperturbed. And as Jack and the Special Forces stood in an empty and destroyed house in the beautiful location of Montreux, four and a half thousand miles away a dark-haired woman travelling by the name of Jane Beckett was boarding a flight at Miami airport.   

				

				Chapter Sixteen

				

				     As the sun began to rise posthumously over Lake Geneva, Verner’s team moved in from their position along the road. Their job had been to intercept if Sulaiman had attempted to escape but in the firefight that ensued they had not been called upon. 

				     Walking into the villa for the first time, Verner looked about, surveying the damage and mentally totalling up the bodies that lay strewn across the ground level floor. 

				     “Villa secure sir, thirteen dead, one wounded prisoner.”

				     “Good work,” Jack replied, “And what’s the count on our men?”

				     “None sir, other than the Major, there’s not a scratch!”

				     “Okay, I want this place gone over from top to bottom,” and the Special Forces soldier left to organise his men to begin searching the villa. Verner walked over to Jack. 

				     “It seems like you have done one hell of a job, Jack. It’s not like to you leave anything to chance like this!” he said mockingly, surveying what was left of the lakeside home, “And the Colonel?”

				     “He’s upstairs. He swallowed his own gun before I could get to him. Messy!”

				     Verner walked around the whole of the ground floor, counting the bodies as he went which the Special Forces had now begun to line up along one side of the room. The Major sat on a table and had his wound seen to before he could be moved. He had been lucky. The bullet Sulaiman had fired had gone straight through his arm and had lodged somewhere in the wall behind him, leaving a clear wound which one of his fellow soldiers was now dressing. It was not serious but if the bullet had been two inches to the left, or two inches lower, it could have been, and the Major could have been lying flat out on a stretcher rather than sat upright on the table. 

				     The villa was a shell of what it had resembled only a few minutes earlier. The entire ground floor was demolished, blown apart by small explosions and small arms fire, and the exterior hadn’t fared any better, its formerly crisp woodwork now torn apart by the intensity of the firefight.  

				     “I’ll have my men take the prisoner back whilst you finish up here.” Jack nodded and watched as the captured terrorist was hoisted to his feet and marched out by Verner. The prisoner was awake, but concussed and the blood from the wound to his head had left a streak down one side of his face; it was procedure to leave him though, to leave him caked in his own blood and the debris from the fight, whatever they could do to increase their chances of him talking they would do.

				     Jack checked on the Major and then helped the Special Forces with their search. If they could find anything that would help them catch the Boston bomber, the operation had not been in vain. The suicide of Sulaiman had meant they had precious few leads to follow and other than a name, Sabina Talib, they had no other information to track down the marauding terrorist. Other than knowing she had been to Washington and Miami and was going to L.A. they had nothing. A photo at airports would not be enough. Knowing she would not be travelling under her own name, the chances of finding her were small and in all probability she was in California already. They needed something from the villa, something, anything that would give them just a glimmer of hope. 

				     Leafing through the boxes and files that Sulaiman’s men were packing, the search looked to be as fruitless as the operation had proved, until Jack found a printed group of emails exchanged between Sulaiman and Sabina. It was dated over a month earlier but in its three pages of words, emails sent from one to another and back again, was contained the information that could be the downfall of Sulaiman’s wicked plans. 

				Collecting the files, Jack left immediately to return to Schmitt’s offices in Geneva and to speak to their prisoner. 

				     He walked outside into the bright morning sun which was now clear of the mountains on the other side of the lake and whose glare now made it clear to see the damage that had been done to the villa; structurally it was intact, but it would need a paint job. The damage inside, and the colossal number of empty bullet cases from the firefight that lay scattered across the ground, made it unmistakably clear that something very violent had taken place.  

				     As a helicopter flew in low, landing on the sandy bank, the Major walked out and he and Jack climbed aboard to fly back to Geneva. Back at the headquarters, the prisoner had been locked in a cell and Verner was hastily trying to calm his superiors who were not impressed that a bullet-strewn attack had taken place so close to one of the country’s major tourist resorts. And without their knowledge. 

				     Jack left Verner and sat down in an empty office room adjacent but one, taking out the files from the villa and spreading them out across the desk. He instantly picked up the phone but before calling Langley he dialled home to speak to Louise. Forgetting all about the time difference and that it would actually be the middle of the night back in the States, he dialled Louise and the phone rang for a long time before a sleepy female voice answered. 

				     Realising at once, Jack was apologetic and kept the conversation short, letting her know he was all right and that he would be flying back to the States in a few hours. And before he woke her fully, he finished the call. Rubbing his eyes, they were heavy and tired, he picked up the phone again and dialled through to Langley to speak to Roy Wise. 

				     “Roy, it’s Jack.”

				     “Jack, Jesus Christ, are you alright?”

				     “Yeah fine.” 

				     “Did you get him, did you get Sulaiman?” 

				     “No, Sulaiman and thirteen of his men are dead, we have one prisoner but Sulaiman is dead. He took his own life before we could get him. But listen Roy, we’ve got some information for you. I found some stuff on Sirocco detailing the bomber and the targets…” 

				     “Jesus Jack that’s huge. So who is he?”

				     “Well that’s it, it’s not a ‘he’, it’s a ‘she’, the bomber’s a woman, Roy! Her name’s Sabina Talib but we don’t know what name she is using now. She works for a trans-national called T.M.I. out of New York and right here in Geneva. And get this, we can place her in Boston around the time of the bombing, and she has been up and down the east coast, in Washington and Miami we know for sure. The bomb in Boston wasn’t a one off Roy, it was just the start, Sulaiman’s got this woman planting bombs all over the east coast, all over the god damned country!!!”

				     Roy’s end of the line was silent. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Jack had known it all along, he had suspected that Boston was just the start of something much bigger, something much darker, but he had been alone. Not even Roy had considered such a proposition. An attack such as the one Jack was describing to him had never happened before. It was unimaginable, the sort of things B-Movies were about, not real life.  

				     “Roy!!? Are you there?”

				     “Yeah Jack. So what do we do?”

				     “Well first, we gotta step up the security on the President. I have information that the bomber has been to Washington and Miami and is probably on her way to L.A., if she’s not already there. I’m gonna send over the files and all we have on this Sabina and I want you to get her picture out to all agencies and airports. We need to find her before she can get anywhere else. But you need to keep this quiet. If we go public we’d have a national panic on our hands. And if Sabina gets wise to it, she’ll go to ground and we’ll never find her!”

				     “Right Jack, I'm on it. I’ll tell The White House. And you send the info over as soon as you can, okay?”

				     “Okay Roy, I’ll be back in the States in about ten hours so I’ll see you then. And remember, keep this quiet alright?”

				     “No problem, Jack,” and Roy hung up and left for The White House immediately. On the other side of the Atlantic, Jack got up and left the room. It was time to see what this prisoner knew.

				

				     Verner had left the prisoner in a cell on the bottom floor of the Swiss Intelligence Headquarters. Once he had been checked by Verner’s medical staff, Swiss Intelligence had shut him in a closed and confined six by six cell on his own. Dressed in a cordless medical nightgown, he did not know that Sulaiman and all of his men were dead or that he was the only survivor of the assault and Jack wanted to keep it like that. That way he held all of the cards and the prisoner had none to play. Jack walked into Verner’s office as he put down the phone.     

				     “Verner, I need to get back to the States as soon as possible. The Special Forces are on the way back to Germany so I’m afraid I've left you with a real mess to clear up…”

				     “That’s alright Jack, it’s nothing I can’t handle,” and a conspiratorial grin appeared on his face, not blatantly, but hidden under his rugged and worn features. Jack could see it. 

				     “How’s the prisoner?” he enquired.

				     “He’s alright, the blow to his head left him unconscious for about an hour but it’s not serious.”

				     “What I mean is, is he okay to talk? ‘Cos if he is, I have some questions for him.” Verner was apprehensive about letting Jack storm in and interrogate the prisoner. He was already heavily under fire from his superiors for the assault and did not want to anger them any further. “I don’t suppose there is any chance of me taking him back to the States with me?”

				     Verner knew what was at stake and he knew Jack had every right to want to speak to him but he couldn’t allow it.

				     “Don’t even think about it!” Verner replied, “You know I can’t do that Jack. I’ll have the State coming down here in a couple of hours and you have got to be gone by then. I’ll have enough problems explaining your presence here in the first place.”

				     “Yeah, I understand. I just thought I’d try. But thanks for your help.” 

				     “I’ll have one of my men drive you to the airport, but that’s all I can do. My hands are tied, Jack.”

				     Jack got up to leave for the stairs but before he got to the door Verner called him, “Jack. The slate’s clean now you understand? We’re even.”

				     Jack smiled, “Yeah Verner, we always were. I gotta go now.”

				     “I’ll let you know if we get anything out of the prisoner or turn up any information from the villa, but I wouldn’t hold your breath. Good luck Jack.”

				     And Jack left. He walked straight downstairs and into a car that Verner had waiting at the back of the building. Climbing in, he knew the prisoner would be hard to break but if anybody could do it Verner could.

				     No matter what they threw at him, he would hold out as long as he could. He would try not to say anything or give up anything, Sulaiman had installed fear into them and he knew that if he talked he would be as good as dead, but Verner was good at his job and was also a determined man, and as an interrogator he was more than a match for his prisoner.  

				     As Jack thought about what his next move would be, the car lurched forward and drove out into the early morning Geneva streets. The university over the road was quiet, not a person in sight, and it made Jack feel alone. Alone, but no longer helpless and somehow he knew he was closing in on Sabina Talib and that he would stop her before she completed her mission. 

				     The car dropped him off at the hanger at Geneva International away from the main terminal. He walked across the tarmac, his isolated figure cutting a weary shape against the morning sun, and he climbed the steps and boarded the CIA aircraft.

				

				

				

				Chapter Seventeen

				

				Verner slammed down the phone in his office. The Swiss press had descended on Montreux within hours of the assault taking place. Journalists and reporters being the same the world over, they were crawling around the villa and had all but set up camp outside the Swiss Intelligence headquarters in Geneva. Moreover though, Verner’s superiors wanted to know why they had the bodies of thirteen dead Iraqis on their hands after what was supposed to have been a combined training exercise with the Americans.

				     As Verner struggled to keep the hounds at bay, or at the very least at the front door, he ordered his team in Montreux to maintain a wall of silence. The press would spin or create their own story anyway and for the time being they were of his least concern. To more of his concern was the Iraqi prisoner who was being kept in the medical bay seven stories below. 

				     Once he came to, the prisoner was examined and cleared, and then taken to a holding cell where he was handcuffed and secured. Left on his own, he had no idea where he was and he was still groggy and concussed, and he did not know that he was the only man from the villa still alive. More importantly, he did not know that Sulaiman was dead.  

				     Verner swung open the door of the cell and walked in. Agent Blocher carried in a chair and placed it in the small room for Verner who sat down a couple of feet away from the handcuffed and disorientated prisoner. 

				     “How are you feeling? You’re the lucky one, another of your comrades we captured lost his right eye in the firefight.” 

				     The prisoner looked squarely at Verner but didn’t respond.

				     Expecting this, Verner took it in his stride and continued, “You are now a prisoner, I’m sure that has not escaped your notice.” His voice carried the same calm and reassuring tones as it had when they had brought in Roos, and the Iraqi was initially taken in by it, assuming Verner to be a soft touch who he could ignore and who would not be a danger to him. That was his first mistake. 

				     “I see you aren’t worried, I guess nothing worries you does it?" but still the prisoner ignored him. “You’re a brave young man, loyal to your leader, but if I was in your position I would be worried. Very worried indeed.” Verner paused. “Right about now I would be thinking about what my friends were doing. Because they will be thinking about what you are doing, that’s for certain. Sitting in here talking to me, they are going to be wondering what we’re talking about, and what you’re saying about them.”

				     The prisoner stared at Verner and then mumbled something in Arabic to himself which Verner could not hear.

				     “Do you think your friends will want you here, talking to us like this?”

				     “I am not talking to you. I am a loyal freedom fighter for Iraq,” and the prisoner spat on the floor by Verner’s feet.

				     Verner smiled, “I don’t think that really matters at all, my friend. As we speak, your Colonel will realise by now that you are our prisoner here, and in about an hour’s time, the press will find out and report that you and one of your comrades are here and that you are co-operating with our enquiries.” 

				     The press had no idea what had happened at the villa. Swiss Intelligence had not commented officially but had leaked a story that the men in the villa were thieves, armed robbers from neighbouring France who were seeking refuge, and this would be the story that ran. The Colonel and his men were dead but the prisoner did not know this, and it was Verner’s ace in the hole to get him to talk. 

				     “What’s your Colonel going to think then? If I were you, I wouldn’t feel very safe right now. In fact, I would be thankful that I was in here and not out there. I wouldn’t want to have to explain to Colonel Sulaiman what I had been doing if I was in your position. In fact, I would be looking to see what I could do to keep myself as far away from the Colonel as possible. Because if you have nothing to say, there is no need for us to keep you here in this safe environment and instead we’ll have you locked up in a regular prison. A much more dangerous environment for you, because I’m sure Sulaiman would find a way to have you taken out by one of the inmates.” 

				     The prisoner looked at Verner and then at Blocher standing in the doorway but he still held out and refused to talk. He knew whether or not he spoke that Sulaiman would not believe him. He had seen Sulaiman only the night before execute the last man he suspected of being a traitor, right before his very eyes in the villa, and he did not want to be the next but he wouldn’t talk, such was his conviction to Sulaiman’s cause and his own preservation. 

				     Verner quickly realised that this line was not working. “Well you leave me no choice then.” He nodded to Blocher who stepped aside as Verner left, and in stepped two large agents to take their place in the cell.

				       Blocher closed the door behind them and the two men waited in the corridor as the other two agents set about working the prisoner over. It was clear his resilience was strong and Verner had decided it had to be broken before he tried questioning him again. Verner and Blocher waited outside as the sounds of pounding began. The thick stone walls absorbed the noise as the two agents beat the handcuffed prisoner, but they could not disguise the sound of a man in pain. They set about him, not to do any serious damage, but to make him realise the situation he was in and that it was a situation that was beyond his control. 

				     Verner and Blocher waited as the agonised shrieks escaped from the cell. After five minutes the door opened and the two agents left. Inside the prisoner was lying on the floor. His face was bruised and blood ran from his mouth down over his chin and a large welt had risen up on the left side of his head a couple of inches below his temple. His shirt was torn and his body was covered in bruises.

				     Verner and Blocher walked back into the room and picked the prisoner up off the floor and sat him in the chair but he was still unwilling to talk. After all Verner’s coercion and threats the prisoner stood strong, holding his silence and saying nothing, retaining his loyalty to the now dead and cold Colonel Sulaiman. A couple of minutes passed and he realised the prisoner was not yet ready to talk, he would not scare; the fear of what Sulaiman would do to him vastly outweighed the threat of his men. 

				     As the minutes ticked by and the prisoner refused to talk, Verner’s time was running out; his superior, a government Minister, was on his way and once he arrived Verner would be wrapped up in bureaucratic red tape for hours, if not days, and it would be a while before he got to speak to the prisoner again. 

				     As he wasn’t getting anywhere, he left the cell to call Jack, to tell him he was on his own for now and would have to track down Sabina in the States alone. If only he had more time before the Minister arrived he knew without a doubt he would have got the prisoner to talk, but in the small amount of time he hadn’t managed to produce any new information. Or anything at all that would help Jack’s search for the bomber. However, this would not be the only time he would get to speak to his captive. The next time he would stop at nothing to get the information he needed.

				

				     Jack leaned back in a reclining chair on board his flight back to the States; they had been airborne for just over four hours and were somewhere over the Atlantic, clear of mainland Europe and approaching the States. He poured himself a large whiskey. The opaque brown liquid swirled around the ice in the bottom of the glass and he took a long slow sip, instantly warming his tired body. On the table in front of him sat a photo of Sabina and underneath that a stack of the pages they had recovered from the villa. Jack hoped that somewhere contained inside them would be something that would help him catch Sabina, some detail as to where she was headed. 

				     As he eased back into his chair one of the cabin crew came over and handed him the satellite phone,

				     “There’s a call for you sir. It’s Mr Wise.”

				     Wearily, Jack took the receiver, “Yeah Roy?”

				     “Jack, I know it’s the last thing you’ll want to hear at the moment, but the President wants to see us this morning with the Director of the FBI and Governor Russell at The White House at ten thirty. Do you know if you are gonna be back by then?”

				     “Yeah Roy, I’ll be back in time. Don’t worry.”

				     “Right, well the President wants to know what your little trip to Switzerland was all in aid of. And I gotta warn you Jack, Governor Russell has got some questions for you himself. He doesn’t like being kept in the dark and Tom Spelling doesn’t sound to happy with you either.”

				     “Russell!? I’m not surprised he has some questions. That dumb shit doesn’t know his ass from his elbow! The dark is the best place for him.”

				     “Yeah, I know Jack. I’m just warning you okay. I’ll see you when you land.”

				     Jack terminated the connection. Governor Russell was the last man he wanted involved in the search for Sabina, and was the last man he wanted to have to deal with at all. Their paths had crossed since Jack joined the CIA but their careers could not have been more opposed. Russell was a career politician at heart, a man who was more concerned with how he looked and what he stood to gain rather than having a notion of serving his country. And he viewed Jack with a similar eye, as an unpredictable, rule-breaker and whose stubbornness was the only thing reliable about him. And this was an opinion that Jack’s actions in the last forty-eight hours had done little to dispel. 

				     Pushing Russell out of his mind, he concentrated on the task at hand, sifting through the multitudinous pages from Sulaiman’s villa and looking for any detail as to Sabina’s whereabouts. Most of the pages were in Arabic and would have to wait until he got back to Washington and could get a translator to take a look at them, but he ploughed on, turning the pages and examining them one by one, scanning the words and images for anything he could find. A name, a place, anything that would help. All he needed was to find something and then he could rest. He was exhausted and his body needed some respite but he couldn’t stop, not until he had been through each and every page, only then would he stop.

				     He put the pages down and placed them on the table and called the attendant over who quickly returned with the phone. He dialled the number and called through to Louise as he knew she would be worried. And after all that had happened in the last few days he needed the warmth and reassurance that only she could bring. She was his home and centre, the place he retreated to, and at this point he was in need of hearing her caring and comforting voice more than ever.

				     “Hi honey, it’s me.”

				     “Jack. I have been so worried. Are you alright?”

				     “Yeah, I’m fine.” 

				     Louise listened and pressed the phone hard against her ear. She was glad to hear Jack’s voice. He said he was okay and that everything was fine. And that was all he could say. He couldn’t tell her where he was, or what was going on and she knew and understood that. For both of them, all the call could offer was to hear one another’s voices. And for both Jack and Louise that was all they needed. Jack said goodbye and hung up, leaving Louise standing alone in her kitchen clutching the receiver. 

				     Jack turned off the phone and looked back at the papers before him. As he turned the pages the images and symbols contained within them floated by in a sea of shapes and angles. The precisely-annotated diagrams and drawings clung forcefully to every spare inch of page; there were plans of unknown rooms and lists of materials and chemicals but without understanding the language they were inscribed in, they meant nothing to Jack. As his tired eyes trawled the meaningless lists and columns and ran over each line he began to think he would never find anything, until he looked in the last bundle of pages, in the last collection of paper that was bundled together and held with a piece of string wrapped firmly about their centre and pulled taught. 

				     Jack cut through the string and opened them out. On the damp and discoloured paper contained a sheet that was written in English, and on this single page was scrawled just the information Jack had been hoping for. Written in black ink and in jerky writing that jagged up and down across the page were the names of ten US cities, written clear as anything in a list that ran from the top of the page down to just below the midpoint. Next to two of the cities were what Jack assumed, or hoped, were addresses. They were written in Arabic and he didn’t understand them but from their shape and length they certainly looked like they could be. Immediately Jack’s mind raced into overdrive – could these be the addresses of the targets? Or were they the addresses of possible hideouts for Sabina? 

				     The cities spanned from Massachusetts in the northeast across the breadth of the country to the west coast and California. Washington D.C., Miami, Los Angeles, Palm Springs, San Francisco, Las Vegas, Phoenix, and Chicago and Detroit were all on the list, as was Boston. If this page that Jack held in his hands was a list of targets, then not only were there nine more that Sulaiman and Sabina were going to strike, but it could just hold information that would help them find out exactly where. But he could not make out any more. 

				     In just over an hour’s time he would be back on US soil and as soon as he could get to The White House he would get the pages sent to Langley to be analysed. Jack knew that if Sabina was following the list, working her way across the country, she could be absolutely anywhere, but he also knew that somewhere inside the lists and plans and words would be the information he needed to catch her. 

				     Wherever she was, he felt he was closing in on her. Slowly but steadily, and as he pieced each part of the trail together, he grew more and more assured. He was on the right track. Sabina did not know that Sulaiman was dead and did not know the information that Jack had discovered, but every minute she was out there, every minute that she was free, the lives of the America people were at risk. And every second that she remained free, the number of lives at stake grew. If the bomb in Boston was the first on the list, then the number of deaths if all the targets were hit would be astronomical. 

				     Jack believed that he had the clues in his hands, the vital clues that would lead him to Sabina but he felt in his heart that he had failed. He had wanted take Sulaiman alive and bring a quick end to this operation but with the Colonel’s suicide and their prisoner refusing to talk, the trail seemed to have dried up. If there wasn’t anything contained within the pages they would have no other options left and Jack for the first time was afraid for what could happen next, and afraid that he might be left having to wait for Sabina to strike again. 

				

				Chapter Eighteen

				

				     When the jet landed in Washington on Wednesday morning Jack wasted no time and travelled straight to The White House, stopping only at the security gates at the southern end of President’s Park. The car drove past the South lawn and up to the pillared south portico where Roy Wise was waiting. Jack got out of the car, carrying the papers from Sulaiman’s villa in a large box, and walked straight up to Roy and the two of them then entered the building.

				     “Jesus Jack! Your face looks like a bag of nails. You’re meeting the President of the United States for Christ’s sake. And you look like a sack of shit!” Roy was half joking and half serious, stunned by the state that Jack looked but not at all surprised. His eyes were heavy and his face unshaven and a large cut on his forehead was still held together with surgical tape from the firefight in Montreux but as Jack himself often said, he wasn’t paid to look pretty.

				     “Thanks Roy, thanks a lot. Why don’t you do something really useful and help me inside with all this stuff?” Roy grabbed the box, nearly dropping it under its weight, and the two made their way through the corridors of power of The White House towards the West Wing and the Oval Office. 

				    As they walked through the halls, Jack attempted vainly to smarten himself up. One of the press secretaries handed him a comb and he brushed his hair quickly, combing it uncharacteristically neatly over to one side.

				     “I thought you might need this,” Roy said, handing Jack a tie that he instantly put on.

				     “Listen Roy, I’m gonna need you to back me in there. I know what that asshole Russell is all about and so do you, so I'm gonna need your back, alright?” Roy assured Jack he would, “Now listen, I need a translator to…”

				     “Jack, the President is waiting!” 

				     “I know, I know, but listen, there’s something written on this list, I don’t know what but it looks like an address and I want to know where okay? So get this stuff off and get someone on it straight away.” Roy acquiesced and hurried off, carrying the pages Jack had removed and handed him. Jack quickly looked at himself in a mirror, struggling to make himself more presentable but not really worrying too much about it, and as he straightened his tie he caught a glimpse of someone over his shoulder. Watching in the reflection but without turning around he could see Governor Walter Russell and Tom Spelling, the head of the FBI, talking to each other down the corridor. Jack was not a fan of Governor Russell and he openly disliked Spelling, making no secret of his distaste for the man. 

				     They were two of a kind and they worried about the wrong thing, always concerning themselves with whose jurisdiction it was, who got the credit, or who’s responsibility it was when things went wrong, and never worrying about the right stuff as Jack saw it. They were too scared to ever make a decision without consulting a hundred other people first and were never to blame when things went wrong, but they were always there for a good photo opportunity or acceptance speech.

				     As Jack watched, Governor Russell walked off in the other direction and Spelling walked down the corridor towards him. As he neared, Jack turned around and faced straight towards him. 

				     “Jack, I didn’t realise you were here yet. How are you?” he said somewhat surprised.

				     “Good, Tom.”

				     “So what is the SIS interest in this case then? I don’t see why the Boston bombing should have anything to do with you or the CIA.”

				     Jack ignored his questions. His information was for the President and it would be the President who would hear it before anyone else. “Well that doesn’t surprise me Tom, you never did see much did you?”

				     Spelling muttered something to himself and left in a hurry just as Roy was returning, making it obvious to all that Jack’s distaste for him was more than reciprocated. Roy had taken the files to be translated by a team of languages experts, singling out the pages Jack wanted. 

				     “I see you’ve met Spelling.”

				     Jack was clearly angered but was holding it together. It was not his style to lose his patience or temper, he was too smart for that, but the fact that he had barely slept in three days had taken its toll. His tolerance for those bureaucrats was low at the best of times and on that cold and overcast Wednesday morning it barely even registered.

				     “Yeah. It was probably too much to expect that prick could have changed.”

				     Roy laughed, “Look Jack, I know you don’t like the guy…”

				     “Don’t like the guy?” Jack fumed, “He’s a self-publicising asshole.  And he’s not going to get in the way on this one Roy, I’ll tell ya that for free. Bob Charles’ murder makes this SIS business.”

				     “I know Jack, just take it easy with the Director, okay?”

				     Spelling returned and stood behind Roy and as the tensions between the Jack and the Director began to skyrocket, the three of them stepped into the Oval Office.

				     Inside, the President was sat at the desk and the Stars and Stripes hung behind his right shoulder. He looked up and greeted the three of them. 

				     “Good day gentlemen. Let’s get straight down to business here. Do we have any idea who planted this bomb in Boston?”

				     Before anyone had a chance to respond Spelling spoke up, “No Mr President, not yet. But I can assure you the FBI is doing everything in our power to find out who is responsible.” His answer was quick and self-preserving, instantly defending himself. It was the kind of statement that would be released to the press, it was full of words but had no substance, no content, and as far as Jack was concerned the same could be said for Spelling. He had nothing to say for himself. 

				     “Well actually Mr President, yes we do. The bombing was planned and ordered from the Middle East and is part of an international threat to the United States.” As Jack was speaking, Governor Russell entered the room from a door on the right hand side and took a seat just next to Jack. “The bomber is an Arab terrorist, a twenty-eight year old female by the name of Sabina Talib. She’s a Swiss national by birth but has strong links to Iraq.”

				     “A twenty-eight year old female? That’s preposterous, sir, no Arab group has claimed responsibility for this, there is no foundation at all for what he’s suggesting.”

				     “Do you have any evidence of this Jack?” the President asked, “I assume that’s what you were in Switzerland for…”

				     “Yes Sir, that’s correct. The reason why no one has claimed responsibility is because she isn’t finished yet.”

				     “You mean there’s more to come?”

				     “Yes Sir, I’m afraid so.”

				     “Mr President. The FBI has no evidence to support that any Arab terrorists are here in the States. Let alone a female terrorist.” Spelling was characteristically dismissive of Jack’s assertions but the President wasn’t interested. And as he had nothing to offer himself the President was uninterested in his protestations.

				     “Don Coyne at Langley picked up a signal to the bomber detailing her code name, Sirocco, and when this was traced we found it came from Colonel Sulaiman.” Jack spoke with his trademark authority and Spelling began to back down as he slowly realised that Jack knew a lot more about the attack in Boston than he had first thought.

				     “Sulaiman? Are you sure Jack? I thought he was dead,” exclaimed the President.

				     “We all did Sir, but I can assure he wasn’t.”

				     “Wasn’t?”

				     “Yes Sir, he was killed in a firefight last night in Montreux in Switzerland. He had been holed up there whilst Sabina was over here in the States carrying out his work. I’m afraid he committed suicide before we could get to him but we have a number of files that we found that I am hoping will give us something to go on.”

				     Spelling saw his chance and interjected. “So Sulaiman is dead? That’s great work Jack, you certainly don’t waste any time, do you? If you had managed to capture him 

				then maybe we would have some answers now!”

				     Jack ignored Spelling, but Roy could see that if he kept pushing Jack’s buttons he would get more than he bargained on.

				     “That maybe the case, but it’s more than the FBI managed. If this was left to you, you would still be picking through the wreckage of North Station.” Jack was growing visibly irritated by Spelling’s constant interruptions, especially as he had nothing to add of his own but he could tell that the President thought the same and this kept his temper at bay. “Mr President, we found a file in Montreux that detailed a hit-to-kill list of ten cities right here in the US. Boston is on there, as are Washington D.C., Miami, Los Angeles, Palm Springs, San Francisco, Las Vegas, Phoenix, Chicago and Detroit. We know Sabina has already been in Boston and we all know what happened there. If she works her hit-to-kill list, then it’s reasonable to expect that Washington is the next target. And we had better prepare for this.”

				     Jack handed the President a copy of the emails exchanged between Sabina and Sulaiman that Thomas Roos had provided. The President looked over them and took it all in and immediately began deciding what to do; the authorities had to be notified but it had to be kept quiet. If the press were to catch a whiff of it there would be pandemonium and he didn’t want a national panic on his hands. 

				     “Jesus…is this accurate Jack? Can we rely on this intelligence?”

				     “Yes Sir, I believe we can.”

				     “And there’s no way of knowing where these targets might be?”

				     “Not yet Sir, we have a team of translators going through the files from Switzerland but until then all we have to go on is the list of cities. As we know she has been to Washington and Miami I believe she will have left the east coast by now. The intelligence details she was headed to L.A. but that was the last contact she made.”

				     By now Spelling had gone silent.

				     “So how do we find out where the bomb is Jack? I mean, there are a hundred targets in Washington,” Russell asked

				     Governor Russell had kept quiet, knowing when he was out of his depth, but when he did voice his thoughts it was clear to the President where his concerns lay.

				     “Not just in D.C. We need to find out where the targets are in all of these cities. Is it your suggestion, Jack, that there are going to be nine more attacks like that in Boston?” the President worryingly asked.

				     “Yes Sir, it is.”

				     The room fell silent as the information slowly sank in and the President, Russell and Spelling began to realise the scale of what was going on. If Sabina planted all of her bombs in all ten of the intended targets the US would be facing an attack on a scale that was unheard of before. September 11th would pale in comparison to this. The President began to do the sums in his head but stopped short. The possible loss of life was too incredible to even contemplate.

				     Jack broke the silence. “Sir, the one advantage we have is that Sabina Talib does not know of Sulaiman’s death. Her point of contact with Sulaiman was through her company, Talib Medical Instruments, in Geneva. I have the head of Swiss Intelligence Verner Schmitt covering this in case she tries to make contact again. It’s a long shot but it’s worth a try.”

				     The President understood what Jack was suggesting but wanted to hear him say it. He wanted Jack to clarify what he was saying. “What are you suggesting exactly Jack?”

				     Jack paused. “Well, either we can wait and see if she makes contact. Or we could instigate some form of contact.”

				     “What do you mean ‘instigate’?”

				     “Well, we could try and get her to raise her head above the parapet, so to speak. Try and get her to contact Sulaiman and put a trace on the call to find her location. Having located her, we need to take her alive.” 

				      “May I suggest another course of action sir?” Governor Russell interjected, “We shut down the cities, Washington, Miami and all the rest on the list, and declare Martial Law. We evacuate everyone until we find the bombs.”

				     The President was shocked. The very thought of doing that was impossible. It was unacceptable. 

				     “I would strongly advise against that Mr President,” Jack said, “Martial Law isn’t an option. It won’t diffuse any bombs that have already been planted, and we can’t evacuate all of the cities. May I suggest Sir, our best chance is to stop her.”

				     The President stood up and moved to the wall, picking up the corner of the flag that hung there. He smoothed out its creases and let it drop down again. He was considering what Jack had said. As the Commander-in-Chief it was his decision, but never before had he had to make one on which so many lives depended.  

				     “Does anybody have any other ideas? Because if they do, now is the time to speak out.” The President wasn’t expecting anyone to offer any other suggestions, there was a limit to what could be done, but his question carried a greater weight than that. No matter what he decided he had to be sure that he had all of The White House together on it. There would be no room for anyone to abstain; they were either all with him or not at all. What he couldn’t risk was someone leaking to the press if it went bad and saying they were the only oppositional voice. It was his cabinet and they were all on the same team but he knew politics didn’t always operate like that and he wanted to make sure there were no outsiders. 

				     He waited but no one spoke up.

				     “Okay Jack. I want you to follow any leads you have. But an ambush is just too risky. I won’t put the American people in jeopardy like that. It is in the constitution and it is our job to serve and protect the citizen, and I will not use them as bait.” 

				     The President laid out his plans and instructed Jack to head up the investigation. He wanted to wait and see what the file from Switzerland turned up and Roy informed him that Sabina’s photograph had already been circulated to all of the nation’s major airports. Above all else, it was agreed that the situation had to be kept under wraps. At that point, the men in the Oval Office were the only people in the United States who knew about Sabina and the President intended it to be kept that way. If any of it did find its way to the press it would be obvious where it had come from. 

				     “As long as Sabina does not know of Sulaiman’s death she will keep to her planned schedule sir. With your permission I would like my team to focus on the intelligence at hand,” Jack said. 

				     The President granted permission and agreed the best they could do at that time was to try and find the bombs and he ordered Jack and Roy to focus their efforts there. 

				     Jack agreed and got up to leave the room but Spelling had not finished. He felt embarrassed by Jack but rather than listening and seeing what he could do to help, he tried to intervene. 

				     “Mr President, I believe my office should run this operation. It’s why Homeland Security was created Sir, it’s our responsibility.” He tried in vain but the President was not interested, choosing to entrust Jack to head the operation, as it was he who had provided all the intelligence thus far. And from there it was decided. Jack would head up the investigation from Washington supported by Director Spelling.

				     “Gentlemen, I believe we all agree that the number one priority is to catch this bomber as soon as we can. But first we need to find the bombs she has already planted. I want you all to co-operate on this…” but the President was unceremoniously cut short in his speech. 

				     As he stood behind the thick polished oak of the Oval Office desk delegating his orders, a large and thunderous roar tore through the safety and sanctuary of the room that had been home to some of the most powerful men in history. The noise was deafening and it filled the air until nothing else could be heard. It invaded the room like an assassin, rushing and filling every nook and cranny like a wave of water until it had no where else to go and there was no space left. The five men stood immobile in the room, rooted to the spot but only Jack seemed to know what was going on.

				     When the noise was gone, it lasted for only a couple of seconds, the President stepped to the window behind him and looked out over the Washington skyline. He could see nothing but when members of The White House staff stepped out of the door at the north end of the West Wing, the origin of the blast was only too clear. Above the buildings on Pennsylvania Avenue they could see a small plume of dark black smoke begin to rise. It was small at first, gradually climbing into the D.C. skyline, but it then grew as the fire that fuelled it also grew. Within seconds, clouds of intoxicating black smoke were pumped into the air, billowing up as if it was fanned from the ground. It quickly created a cloud that hung heavy over Capitol Hill and which spread out over the city as the wind picked it up and carried it out in a southerly direction.

				     “What the hell was that?” the President asked, but in his heart he knew what it was.

				     “I hope it’s not what I think it is, Sir?” replied Jack.

				     “You think it might be the bomber!” the President proclaimed incredulously but the cavernous hole of disbelief that stood in the silence created by the explosion answered his question before Jack could. 

				     The explosion on the ground was immense and smoke mushroomed out and drifted southwards over the White House and surrounding government buildings. Cars in the road stopped and people began to fill the streets, their necks arched as they gazed at the ominous sky above them. The smoke now stretched from Pennsylvania Avenue and shrouded most of the Hill in an eerie dark, a dim and apocalyptic half-light that struck at the heart of every American in the city. 

				     The wind changed direction and the smoke clung to the rooftops as it encased the city, and within minutes the top of the Washington Monument had become obscured and invisible from the ground. As the dark cloud swamped the buildings and streets Jack knew one thing was for sure, the race to stop Sabina and to save the people of America had well and truly begun. 

				

				Chapter Nineteen

				

				     The Oval Office remained shrouded in silence for a few moments as the gravitas of the situation began to dawn on the five men who stood motionless inside. Governor Russell stood aghast as a glazed looked of disbelief spread across his face. Moments earlier he had been refuting the evidence Jack had put forward, disbelieving of what had seemed to him to be a preposterous origin for the Boston explosion, but now his reluctance had been shot down in front of him in the worst possible way. 

				     When Sabina had attacked the first time the potency of the blast and the scale of the carnage it caused had been overshadowed by its sheer unexpectedness. Its immediate effect was an outpouring of panic and incredulity but this time the explosion tore at the very heart and soul of America. It had struck the capital city of the United States, the home of government and residence to the country’s leaders. The bomb itself had detonated only a matter of blocks away from the President himself and it was clear for all to see that whoever had been responsible for the first bomb was responsible for this. Moreover, it was now impossible to ignore the intent: it was a personal and direct attack on the American people, designed to kill and to terrorize, and this second explosion had achieved just that.  

				     Suddenly the deathly silence of the Oval Office was sliced open as Jack’s cell phone began to ring. 

				     “Excuse me Sir, I think I should take this call.” 

				     “Go ahead,” replied the President.

				     Jack snapped open his cell phone. 

				     “Jack, reports are coming in that there’s been an enormous explosion on Pennsylvania Avenue in Washington…”

				     “I know Don, I’m at The White House now with the President, and we heard it!”

				     “Jesus Jack. We haven’t got any info yet but initial reports aren’t good, the potential loss of life is huge.” Don detailed as much information as he had at that time but specifics were limited and there was nothing he could tell Jack that he didn’t already know. 

				     “Thanks Don, I’ll get back to you,” and he ended the call. “Mr President, there has been an explosion at a bank on Pennsylvania Avenue. With your permission I’d like to get over there, Sir.” His voice was calm but everyone in the room could detect the underlying sense of dread, if only because they were feeling it themselves.

				     The President paused, uncharacteristically shaken and unsure what to say. Within a moment though he had composed himself and he had turned to the situation at hand, instructing Jack to get down to the bombsite and to report back directly to Governor Russell who would relay it back to him. Jack was in charge of all operations in the field above all other government agencies. 

				     In a matter of seconds Jack was on his way out of the room, moving with a purpose that neither Governor Russell nor Director Spelling could seem to muster, and once the four men were outside the Oval Office he began to organise what he wanted done.

				     “Right, I want each of you to tell your men that I am in command on this operation,” he said, talking directly to Russell and Spelling, “We gotta move swiftly and we gotta move now. And I don’t want any shit from your people.”

				     “Listen Jack, you don’t have the authority here, you have to report to me on this!” Governor Russell tried meekly to regain some authority in the situation but it was too late – he had exposed his indecisiveness and his lack of fore-thought for all to see and Jack wasn’t willing to accommodate him. 

				     “Now listen Walter, we don’t have time here to bullshit around with whether you think you are getting your fair share of responsibilities. Okay?” The Governor tried to reply but Jack cut him off before he could even get out a word, “This woman Sabina is running around the country blowing up buildings so just do as I say and keep your political bitching for someone else.”

				     Director Spelling stepped between the two because for a split second he thought they were going to come to blows, but for all Jack’s fire and roughness there was one thing he wasn’t and that was out of control. No matter what his thoughts of Russell were he wasn’t going to be drawn into a dispute like that, there were more urgent things to deal with and he wasn’t going to waste energy on a scheming pawn like him.

				     Governor Russell backed down almost immediately, as Jack knew he would, and he marched off down the corridor to inform his team but as soon as Russell was gone, Spelling weighed in with an angle of his own.

				     “Listen Jack, you may be charge out there in the field” Spelling began “but you made me look a fool in front of the President. Now I’m not going to stand for that, do ya hear?”

				     Jack sensed Spelling’s manipulation. “I didn’t have to do anything,” he said, “you did it to yourself.” Spelling could see that Jack wasn’t going to be fooled by his childish games and side-taking and immediately changed tact, deciding a brash and brazen approach would work better.

				     He fixed Jack with an eye-to-eye stare, “I don’t want any of your bullshit here Wildey. I know your game, I’ve seen it before and I’ll tell you right now, there’ll be no statements from you on TV or to the press without consulting me first. Is that clear?”

				     “All I want to do is catch Sabina Talib,” Jack replied forcefully, “and then you can make all the god damned press statements you want. That doesn’t concern me, just as long as they don’t compromise my operation or you will have a lot to answer for!”

				

				     “Are you threatening me, Wildey?”

				     Jack retreated slightly, keen to avoid creating too much of a divide in The White House. As much as he disliked Spelling’s and Russell’s attitudes, he knew he needed them and knew they had to work together if they were to have any chance of stopping Sabina. She had planted two bombs already that they knew of but he had no way of knowing how many more she had put in place and he would need the Director’s help if they were to catch her before any more were to detonate. He assured Spelling he wouldn’t do anything without at least letting him know first but informed him in no uncertain terms that the final decision was his all the way down the line. The Director agreed and set off to brief his team as well. 

				     Roy and Jack sat in the back of a blacked-out S.U.V., its siren blaring, and it took them straight from the south lawn of The White House to Pennsylvania Avenue. As it weaved in and out of the traffic Jack couldn’t help himself and his thoughts flooded back to Boston. If the bank a couple of minutes away was anything like North Station then he could already anticipate the casualties would be catastrophic, but more worrying to him was the effect it would have on the population. By now the whole country would know as the cameras that surrounded the blast site fed the horrific images around the world. Singularly, these attacks were horrific, but back-to-back like this, they contained a threat that was there for the whole televised world to see.

				     As the car sped up Fifteenth Street, past the Hotel Washington and the Department of Treasury, Jack could see the scale of the situation he was about to step into. The black smoke billowing from what was left of the Bank of America loomed large overhead and swept down the panic-filled streets as men and women walked out into the road. The women were crying as they held their children and men stood staring at the dark cloud above the rooftops which was moving towards them, creeping over the stone buildings and flying flags with an evil menace. Although they couldn’t see where it was coming from, everybody knew. The city itself seemed to know. 

				     Cars had stopped in the street, abandoned and deserted as people panicked, and the driver had to dart in and out of them to get to the bank. As they turned into Pennsylvania Avenue, Roy and Jack could see for the first time the devastation the explosion has caused. The street was filled with debris which stretched all the way from one side of the road to the other; bits of stone and rock and shards of glass littered the street, and coloured brick from the walls of the bank lay strewn across the road. The bomb has exploded with such force it had sent pieces of the bank’s exterior walls rocketing across the street and they had become embedded in the fronts of the opposing shops and stores. One of the streetlights lining the walkway had been uprooted from its base and had collapsed over the road and onto a public bus, which was now pinned to the road as the long metal neck of the light had wrapped itself around its roof. 

				      The traffic in the street had stood fender to fender as it would in any rush hour, the difference this time being that each car was empty as the occupants had fled. The vehicles that had been in front of the bank at the time of detonation bore the marks of a formidable force; their windows had imploded lacerating those within, whom Jack could see were now sat on the sidewalk waiting for medical attention to arrive. The car that had been closest to the bank, a blue Lexus saloon, had been thrown into the air and had come to rest on the back of the car in front, its hood resting on the rear fender.

				     The bank itself seemed to have imploded, as if it had been hollowed out and had crumpled from the inside, caving in upon itself. The internal floors had taken the full brunt of the explosion and had largely disintegrated, crumbling away from existence, but a maze of interior walls had survived, and dotted in amongst this the cashier desk stood proud and defensive across the floor of the concourse. 

				     Amongst the yells and screams, the parasitic news crews went about their work, shining a camera in the faces of the blast victims and bombarding them with questions without once offering a hand of help. Somehow they were always there first, as if there was a reporter on the corner of every street of every town just waiting for their ‘big scoop’. 

				     As Jack and Roy pulled up as close to the bank as they could get, two ambulances raced around the corner and pulled up next to them, their crews jumping out and springing into action to help the wounded. Local cops had sealed the road off but they were as shocked at what had taken place as the injured people in front of them. They tried to wrestle some control from the situation as best they could but it was not long before the FBI and Homeland Security arrived, much to the relief of the stunned and strained police force.

				     As the uniform officers patrolled the cordoned off ends of the road, a mass of onlookers steadily grew as people from surrounding streets congregated to see the fate that had befallen their town and they stood horror-struck gazing at the wreckage that remained. A woman staggered from the wreckage of the bus, screaming as she wept, “Why do they hate us? Why?” 

				     As she stumbled through the debris a paramedic grabbed her and wrapped her in a blanket but her screams and wails could be heard the street long. Her agonised calls for explanation were not only her thoughts though, and as she was led off, her words echoed throughout the street. Not reverberating off the walls and the man-made stone creations, but off something less ephemeral, something that was less tangible but unmistakably far more real. As the crowd of onlookers swelled, her words bounced from one person to the next, from one person’s consciousness to another, in a collective outpouring of grief and defencelessness. 

				     Jack and Roy got out the car and rushed towards the bank, stooping under the police tape as they entered. The air was heavy with dust still and Roy was forced to take a handkerchief from his pocket and cover his mouth, but Jack just marched on unaffected. 

				     “Hey you. Agent!! What’s the deal here?” Jack asked summoning an unnamed FBI agent who was stood at the front of what had been the bank. 

				     “I don’t know sir, there doesn’t seem to be anyone left inside. No one has come out and our teams haven’t found anyone yet.”

				     “Well do we have a count on how many people were in the bank prior to detonation?”

				     “I don’t know sir, it’s all happened so fast.” As the agent fumbled for words his superior came over, keen to ensure the scene was secure.

				     “Hey there, this is a restricted crime scene, you can’t be back here.” Jack quickly explained, flashing his ID and introducing him and Roy, and the FBI agent calmed down. 

				     “Sorry sir, I thought you were the press trying to get photos, you know what they are like. The bomb detonated somewhere inside the bank, we know that for sure, but it’s going to take a bit of time. From the shape of the blast we think it originated in the basement, that’s where the device must have been.”

				     “The basement? You think it was an inside job?” Jack pricked up at the thought of having a cold hard lead he could follow. An inside job would have meant an employee, and they would have had records. 

				     “No, not an employee sir. Not as far as we can tell.”

				     “Well what’s in the basement then?”

				     “It’s the safety deposit vault, and other than the attendants working there, the only people who have access are customers that have rented a box. But the security is watertight. Better than at the airports, sir! Nobody could have got anything down there.” 

				     “Well it appears that someone has. I want to get a list of all the employees of the bank.”

				     “But sir, with respect, nobody made it out of there. They’re all dead!”

				     “I don’t care, I want the list, maybe someone didn’t come to work today. And I want a list of everyone who had a deposit box there too!” Telling from Jack’s tone that it wasn’t a time to question, the FBI agent scampered off, passing on the orders to his men who set about searching for the records.

				     “Hey ease up Jack. He’s only doing his job.” Roy tried to intervene but Jack didn’t reply. Or even turn around. He stood staring at the smoking remains of the building as if he was trying to work something out, as if he was waiting for the answer to show itself and come walking out of the flames of its own accord. 

				     It was the second time inside of a week he had stood like that on his own soil. The second time he had stood staring as lifeless bodies were carried out of a building and as blood-covered people populated the public streets. It was a site he knew only too well but one you never get accustomed to and in that moment the numbness Jack had grown used to feeling was invaded by a solitary pang of fear. Only for a moment did he feel it and allow it to pervade his body, but in that moment he wondered to himself how many more times he was going to have witness such a sight.

				     Behind Jack, Roy was talking to Director Spelling who had finally arrived on the scene. Spelling wanted to know the figures, how many and where, and Jack could hear his questions but he didn’t let on. He just stood and listened as Spelling poked and prodded for information but in all the questions he asked Jack didn’t once hear him ask what he could do to help. Jack didn’t know if this was because he was just working the PR angle, getting his facts right and then picking his tie so he was ready for the cameras, or whether it was just his belligerence and his way of showing he wasn’t going to take orders. Either way it just proved all Jack’s opinions of the man were spot on. As Roy dealt with him and kept him at bay, Jack followed one of the ambulance crews into the bank.

				     Inside it was dark and claustrophobic. The smell of blood was noxious and the dampness it brought was all too palpable, and Jack immediately felt as if the walls were caving in; not collapsing suddenly and giving way to the weights they were struggling to support, but just moving in slowly inch-by-inch, as if to remain unnoticed, strangling the air out of the building and suffocating the men inside. 

				     The paramedic teams felt their way through the darkness, shielding their mouths and gently moving into the black one step at a time, waiting for the softness under foot of a human body. Jack followed behind, one hand held over his mouth, the other arched out in front of his head to shield it from any hanging objects just waiting to strike. Water poured down from a ruptured overhead pipe drenching all those who ventured inside and the debris lay thick on the ground, several feet deep to the point where it was impossible to see the floor. It was impossible to tell who could be buried underneath. He tried to search but in the mess and the dark it was a fruitless endeavour. In front of him he could hear the shouts from the paramedics who had found someone and he rushed forward to do what little he could to help. 

				     As one of the team swung his flashlight round to light Jack’s way, he briefly glimpsed the true extent of the damage as its small tungsten bulb threw flickers of light across the room. The far wall was gone but what was behind it Jack couldn’t make out. Across the floor, or rather across what the floor was now covered with, he could see the bodies of the people unlucky enough to have been going about their business at the wrong time. A woman’s corpse lay hunched across a large sheet of metal that had formed part of the under-structure of one of the walls, its hulking frame, an inch and a half thick, torn from its foundations. Through the barely-glimpsed wreckage Jack could see many more bodies, or at least parts of bodies, limbs and necks protruding unnaturally from the rubble, their bent and snapped and half-crushed forms holding no chance of life.

				     As he neared the team he could see the body of a woman, in her early to mid forties, who was most definitely alive. She had suffered some major trauma and could not move but she was breathing and conscious which was a miracle in itself. The paramedics immediately knew what to do giving her a syrette of morphine and wrapping her fragile neck in a brace before hoisting her body onto a stretcher. As they pulled her body from the rock and stone it suddenly became apparent the extent of her injuries that had until then remained largely concealed. All of a sudden blood shot out, gushing upwards and spraying one of the paramedics. The blood ran dark over his face as the limited light from the three flashlights illuminated the woman’s body. 

				     “Please sir, put pressure here!” he said and he took Jack’s hand and held it firmly over a large gash in the woman’s torso. Stretching over her hip and into her pelvis, the wound was deep. Caused by a part of the roof that had fallen down on her, the rock had sealed the wound somewhat when it had lain on top of her but now her body had been removed, the wound was open and exposed and the blood ran freely. Jack pressed down as hard as he could and he could feel the woman’s faint pulse through the palm of his hand. The paramedic twisted a makeshift bandage over the gash and once it was secured they began getting her out, the dust and debris wasn’t doing her any good, obstructing her breathing and poisoning the wound, and she had to be removed immediately. 

				     Jack picked up one end of the stretcher and lifted it, his handkerchief over his mouth dropping to the floor, and together with one of the medics he carried her out of the decaying building. As they neared the light at the front of the building, Jack began coughing as the inhaled smoke caught in his lungs and as he approached the exit point, he turned round and glimpsed the other three medics as they made their way further into the smouldering building, driven by the hunt to find someone else alive. 

				     Outside, Jack coughed and spluttered his way free. In what had been only a few minutes he had been soaked from head to foot and he was covered completely in black soot such was the intensity of the smoke inside. But despite this, it now seemed as if the inside of the building was the quieter and more rational place. Outside, the street was filled with roaring sirens and flashing lights, from one end to the other. TV crews had descended in their droves, almost cordoning off the street all by their own and news reporters fussed about whilst assistants combed their hair and splashed their face with make up ready to go in front of the camera. Medics hurried around seeing to the injured, bandaging wounds of those fortunate enough to have been far enough away down the street to escape with their lives. But not many were that fortunate; the criticals had long since departed for George Washington University Hospital or for Providence, airlifted right out from the street, the whirring blades covering all those below in a swirling wave of dust and debris as the firefighters stepped in to secure the safety of the building. It had been damaged beyond repair but before the rescue services committed any more people they had to ensure that the building was structurally sound.  

				     Jack stood in the centre of the street watching as everything sped around him and for the first time he felt the years catching up on him. His chest thumped as he struggled to catch his breath, his lungs tightening as they struggled to eject the poisons within. The smoke had gone deep and his throat clenched painfully with each attempt to claw a little bit of air back; he had only been inside for a matter of minutes but his body was suffering and he thought to himself ‘I’m getting too old for this shit!’

				     He stood amongst the noise and catastrophe and looked around. The FBI and Homeland Security stayed back, observing from a safe distance with their superiors, and Director Spelling could clearly be seen numbered amongst them. 

				     As their coats and ties blew in the commotion and they talked incessantly into their phones, the true men of the hour set about their jobs and about helping some real people. The medics were treating the wounded as three more search teams were preparing to enter the building. The fire department were yet to issue a statement on the building’s structure but the teams knew that time was not on their side and that it would be down to their selflessness and courage if anyone was to have a chance of coming out alive. With little thought for themselves, or for their loved ones, they suited up, strapped the breathing equipment to their backs and bravely entered the carnage of the bomb-damaged building.

				     Then suddenly, through the deafening noise and the relentless motion, Roy came striding purposefully up to Jack clutching a small phone protectively in his hand.

				     “Jack, it’s The White House. Those files you gave the translators, well they’ve found something!” 

				

				Chapter Twenty

				

				     Jack and Roy climbed back in the S.U.V., joined by Governor Russell, and the driver hurtled back to The White House leaving the emergency teams searching through the smouldering remains of the bank for survivors. The car pulled up through the south gate and drove up to the West Wing where the President was waiting. As they hurried inside, Jack could sense something had happened, members of Homeland Security were running to and fro, frantically carrying sheets of paper and talking into their cell phones, and the Vice President was present, having rushed back to Washington from an out of town engagement. 

				     The Oval Office was a blur of activity. The President was seated at his desk, talking to two of the translators Wise had given Sulaiman’s files to. They sat clutching a handful of documents between them and looked up at Jack, Roy and Governor Russell who entered the room.

				     “Sit down, please gentlemen,” the President said, “You’ll need to hear this.” Roy and Governor Russell sat down but Jack remained standing.

				     “If you don’t mind Mr President, I’d rather stand, as you can see I’m a total mess.”

				     The President agreed and then turned to his senior translator, “Now Mr Fudesco, I want you to tell them exactly what you told me.”

				     Tommy Fudesco was a New Yorker, of Italian descent. He was dressed in a designer suit and he spoke sharply although his European heritage was all but lost, buried somewhere beneath his thick east coast twang. 

				     “Yes sir” he said, turning to Jack, “Well we were translating the files as Mr Wise had instructed and most of it was nonsensical. It had been written in code, or at least in a format that we couldn’t decipher. Now we could break the code but it would take some time. But not all of the pages were written in this code, some of them contained hand-written sections and these were just in plain Arabic. Now we have translated these as best we could, and this is where it goes a bit grey as not all of it translates precisely, and without knowing the context it is impossible to make a hundred percent accurate translation, but amongst the pages there is what appears to be a residential address.”  

				     “Sonofabitch! Where?” Jack cried.

				     “It’s an address in Miami sir, downtown towards the glades.”

				     “Mr President, I’d bet a thousand bucks that this is an address the bomber has used. And my guess is Sabina Talib’s there, or if not, then she has definitely been there in the last few days.”

				     “A thousand dollars Jack,” smiled the President, “I think we’re paying the SIS too much these days!”

				     “Not so Mr President I can assure you of that, not at all. But I think we should get down there and take a look at this location. Even if she’s skipped town, there’s a chance we could still turn up something new, sir.”

				     The President agreed.

				     “Was there anything else in there, Mr Fudesco?” Jack asked. 

				     Tommy explained how most of the files had contained small plans and maps but unless they knew where they were of they were of little use, but Jack took the translated pages anyway, hoping that somewhere along the line their locations would become known. The two hand-drawn but highly detailed schematics were no doubt detailing particular buildings that Sabina was going to hit, but it was impossible to find out where. Even if they were buildings in one of the cities on the list, attempting to discover it would be an impossible task. There were eight cities left on the list after the attacks in Boston and Washington but there was no way of knowing if these plans were even in those cities. For all Jack and his team knew they could have been of buildings anywhere in the country, or back in Switzerland even, and their hand-drawn nature meant they could not be checked against any existing records. Sulaiman had been careful. Also detailed in the translated pages were lists of equipment, plastique explosive, handguns and semi-automatics, and recipes for making small impromptu explosives, a throwback Jack could see to Sulaiman’s days in the Middle East. 

				     Jack listened intently as Tommy Fudesco carried on, explaining as much as he could what he had found in the pages, but other than the single address scrawled across one of the pages, there was little for them to go on and he spoke almost apologetically, disappointed he couldn’t report back with any greater news. But to Jack this provided a much-needed lifeline and as soon as the President gave the go ahead he wanted to be on his way to Miami.

				      “Jack, what do you think?”

				     “Mr President, I think we need to move on this location as soon as possible.”

				     “So do I Jack,” the President agreed. 

				     “With your permission, I don’t think we should do this lightly. If she is there or not, either way she is going to be prepared. I would like to order the house to be kept under surveillance until I get there. The element of surprise is the key here sir.”

				     The President nodded and as quickly as they had begun, he disbanded the meeting. Tommy Fudesco and his colleague, who had not said a word, exited the Oval Office. Jack turned to Governor Russell, who had long since succumbed to the fact the situation was far out of his control, and he listened attentively as Jack laid out what was going to happen. Russell left soon after to inform his men and to contact Director Spelling, and only then did Jack turn to the President. 

				     “Mr President sir, I want Fudesco and his team to keep working on the files, see what they can turn up, but this needs to be said sir, you need to be fully aware of the situation at hand. Sulaiman and his bomber have planned this operation meticulously. There are going to be more bombs sir, it is unavoidable. In my opinion, she will have worked the east coast and moved on a long time ago. She will already have planted more bombs and unless we find her they are going to detonate.” 

				     “Jesus Jack.”

				     “What we need to do now is advise all the banks of what has happened here. We need to get the word out to all the branches across the country to be on the look out for a young woman looking to rent a deposit box. But we have to keep it quiet, if the media catch wind of it then there’s every chance she’ll change her targets to something else. But for the time being she’ll stick to her plan as it’s working. Our best bet is to track her down before she plants anymore, that is our only chance here. And then maybe she will give up their locations, but only maybe. The point is sir, we need to stop her planting any more, and we’ll only be able to do that when we’ve caught her, because we can’t do anything about what she has done already.” 

				     The President listened to Jack, taking in each word carefully, only now realising the scale of the threat that the nation faced. Roy stood silently in the room listening too, and when the President had given the order he and Jack left immediately for the airport. 

				     As they drove through the city streets to the CIA hanger at Dulles International they both sat silent in the back of the car, each considering what they would find in Miami. Governor Russell had contacted Spelling at the bank and he was going to meet them at the plane and fly with them. By the time they reached him he had already informed the Bureau in the south and they would have a team ready for when they landed. Although Roy was hopeful they would find something, Jack was less optimistic. Looking over the pages on Sabina Talib again, he now felt that he knew her, he felt that she was someone he understood. And his experience told him she wouldn’t be there, and if the precision of the attacks so far was any gauge of how meticulously she was carrying out the operation, then who knows what they would find. But to Jack one thing was for sure, and that was that they had to be careful. Anything they could have thought of, she was sure to have thought of herself already.  

				     Twenty minutes later they had boarded a CIA jet and were airborne, flying southeast over the city towards Miami. As Jack, Roy and Spelling sat in the single-engine twenty-seater they turned on the TV to see exactly what was going on. How the press were handling the situation and what they were reporting was of paramount importance to Jack, as he knew that somewhere out there Sabina would be watching it too. 

				     Jack turned on each of the four screens and turned them to four different channels, CNN, ABC, CBS and FOX. All four of the stations were filled with the same images – a tanned and hair-sprayed twenty-something standing on Pennsylvania Avenue, the bank in the background, clutching a microphone and spouting the kind of perpetual speculation and hearsay that Jack couldn’t stand.

				     “Alan, there’s no word yet what caused the explosion but unconfirmed reports suggest it was an explosive device planted inside the bank. The authorities have not released any numbers yet on the casualties but judging from the size of the blast you can see behind me here and the time of day, we have to assume the numbers to be high, perhaps forty or fifty people.” 

				     “Thanks Tina,” the studio newscaster responded, “Now is there any word from the authorities on who planted the device, if indeed that is what it turns out to be?”

				     “No Alan, the Police and Security forces are keeping it close to their chest at this point in time and aren’t releasing any information, but suffice to say that Pennsylvania Avenue and the entirety of Capitol Hill have been shut down and what appears to be the CIA are now in charge. Although that is unconfirmed.”

				     “If the CIA are involved, does that suggest this is a more serious issue then, Tina, and one that is being looked at at the highest level?”

				     “Well that’s right Alan, yes. If this is the CIA who are in control here then we have to assume that the explosion was intended and that someone is responsible. The immediate question has to be whether this was a terrorist act and I think at present it is safe to assume that that is the case.”

				     The reporter continued her brief to camera and the studio newsreader listened, the most concerned-looking expression he could muster seemingly attached indelibly to his face. Jack, Roy and Spelling watched as the four channels each reported in their own manner the same lack of information between them. Jack was angered but not altogether surprised at the spin the media managed to create in such a short period of time. 

				     No statement had been made to the press, as Jack had instructed, hoping that it would make Sabina think they had no idea who was behind it but simultaneously he knew that it was a risk. Their lack of statement could be interpreted differently by her and it was a gamble whichever way they chose to play it. If they said nothing, it would look like they had no information, like they had not found Sulaiman or even knew he was behind it. But it could look like they were keeping something from the media and if this was what Sabina thought it could scare her off. It was a no win situation and Jack knew it, and he felt the best choice of action was to say nothing, at least that way they kept all their cards in their hands. They had more options open to them that way.

				     Back on the screen the various channels had entered their repeat zone where they had no new information to report so they just repeated the same thing over and over again, punctuating it with as many commentators and ‘experts’ as they could drum up at such short notice.

				     “Good afternoon. If you are just joining us, we have this breaking news. This morning at eleven am there was an explosion at a bank on Capitol Hill in Washington D.C. We bring you now live pictures from the capital where our reporter David Lavender is on the scene. David, what are the latest developments?”

				     “Well there is no official statement yet, but I can confirm that Senator Al Young from Vermont was in the bank when the explosion took place and that he was one of what is estimated to be forty customers in the bank at that time.”

				     “Now that is a high figure, how has that been confirmed there on the ground?”

				     “Well literally moments ago I spoke to a member of the Senator’s staff who was waiting in the Senator’s car which was parked right here on Pennsylvania Avenue. It couldn’t have been more than about sixty yards from the bank when the explosion happened. He told me that the Senator had gone into the bank two or three minutes before the explosion took place and that he did not leave. He is still waiting for any information. Now a number of bodies have been removed from the bank already but as far as we can see no one has been found alive and so I am afraid it does not look good.” 

				     “Can you tell us approximately how many casualties have been removed so far?”

				     “At the moment it is hard to say, there is no official word, but seven or eight bodies have been removed and as you can see behind me, the damage to the bank is extensive and it doesn’t bode well for finding anyone alive inside.”

				     “Yes, we can see that the bank is very badly damaged. Was there any warning given?”

				     “No, there wasn’t, and so far no one has stepped forward to claim responsibility, if indeed it was a terrorist attack.”

				     CNN cut back to the worried-looking newsreader who immediately turned to their counter-terrorism expert in the studio. The majority of the other channels had yet to decide and report that the explosion was a terrorist action but CNN had decided that no such thought or restraint was needed and ploughed on irrespectively, drawing September 11th comparisons almost immediately. But what surprised Jack was the stance they took, linking the explosion to Boston seemed to take longer than aligning it with 9/11 and the only reason Jack could conceive was that Boston was a public place. 

				     Bombing a public train station was obviously less important and less of a threat than bombing the capital or a business and capitalist institution like the World Trade Centre. Or perhaps it was just less sensational and harder to draw their analogies. Either way Jack was disgusted and he switched the screens off. 

				     He turned to Roy and Spelling and began explaining what he wanted to happen in Miami. He wanted to raid the address the translators had discovered but he wanted to keep it as low key as possible. The assault on Sulaiman was still strong in his mind and he didn’t want to make the same mistakes. He wanted four men from the bureau on it and no more he explained to Spelling. Two would secure the rear of the building, with one man taking position on each side. He would approach the front himself, posing as a member of the public, or salesman, and would make the contact. He knew he had to go first because all they had to go on was an address; they had no idea who was there. 

				     The Miami authorities had reported the premises as under tenancy. Although this seemed suspicious to Jack he knew it could just as easily mean nothing. For all they knew the door could open to anyone, a family of four newly moved in or builders or contractors carrying our maintenance. The building was listed with a rental company in the city who said it had been rented out under the name of Grant for the past three months but that they had had no contact with the occupants. The rent had been paid up front and in full and there was still three weeks to go.

				     The address Tommy Fudesco had uncovered was 1874 Selby Boulevard in downtown Miami. It was a rough neighbourhood, made up of cheap housing and rented apartments. The majority of the people who lived there were poor, the neglected and ignored blue-collar working classes, largely employed in the industrial areas of the city further south along the coast. It was a transient neighbourhood, nobody lived there for long, and if they did it certainly wasn’t out of choice. It was the kind of neighbourhood where someone could remain unnoticed and in this respect it would have been perfect for Sabina’s purposes. 

				     Jack had decided to check up on the news coverage again and the four screens were broadcasting their identical reporters standing in front of identical images when the satellite phone on the cabin wall burst into life. 

				     Roy answered it first, speaking quickly into the receiver before passing it to Jack.

				     “Jack, it’s Don here. Listen, you aren’t going to believe this. There has been another explosion, this time in a bank in Miami.”

				     Although the news had come sooner than he had expected, it wasn’t of any surprise and Jack had been anticipating the call.

				     “God damnit,” he said, but with more of a tone of acceptance rather than shock or astonishment, “tell me, how bad is it?”

				     On the other end of the call, Don relayed the reports he had at that point in time that an explosion had occurred at a branch of the Bank of America in Miami at 150 West Flagler Street. It had been a big explosion in a busy and built up area and the death toll was expected to be high. 

				     “It’s the same MO as Washington and Boston, Jack!”

				     Jack listened as Roy gave him the details, before informing him he was on his way to Miami as they spoke. He would go to the bank but he already knew what to expect. The blood, the bodies, the screams and the smoke, it had all happened again and he was powerless to do anything about it. The only thing he could do was get to this address downtown and turn it inside out. He could get lucky and get a break bringing Sabina closer to his grasp.

				     Jack hung up the receiver and turned to convey the news to Roy and Spelling, but he didn’t have to say a word. It was already on their screens. The identikit images they had seen all too often over the previous few days - the sirens, the smoking buildings and rubble filled streets - had been brought to the United States once again. As Jack flicked from channel to channel he could see they were all filled with the same images, each channel abandoning their programming to bring the most up-to-date footage they could. In amongst shots of the two banks, the networks cut to clips of the bombings shown by foreign news networks and TV stations around the world. As the newsreaders in New York and Washington struggled to maintain their composure as the news filtered through and they announced it to the world, the look of terror and incredulity became all too visible on their shocked faces. 

				     As they read their auto-cues as best they could in between cutting to the reporters standing in front of yet another flaming city street, it was the words that scrolled over the bottom of the screen that caught the eye and would be read by countless millions of people. It was only three words, numbering six syllables amongst their triumvirate, but they encapsulated the moment so succinctly and incisively that nobody could mistake them or debate them. 

				     As the TV stations’ newsrooms broadcast their speculation and conjecture these three words and the images they were superimposed upon made it unnecessary for them to speak at all. And they said it all better than any copywriter could: ‘America Under Attack.’ 

				

				Chapter Twenty-One

				     

				It was too late now and there was no going back. A statement could not be postponed any longer. But rather than making a statement to the press by the FBI or CIA, or even Homeland Security, it was now going to have to come from the President. He was going to have to address the nation and calm their fears. 

				     But that was an issue for Washington and at that point Jack wasn’t part of that. He had to deal with Miami. As soon as they landed a chopper picked them up and flew them over the city. As they flew south over the city from the northern tip of its metropolitan area, climbing high over the Miami skyline, a thin line of black smoke pumped into the screaming blue sky and the location of the bank was clear. West Flagler Street ran through the centre of the city, from east to west, and the Bank of America branch was situated about two thirds of the length along, towards the coast. As Jack peered out over the central area of the city, Miami Beach was clearly visible on his right. Six cruise ships sat in the causeway docked at the Port of Miami and the huge hotels towered along the coast, stretching high into the air and being by far the tallest buildings on the east of the city. Next to this ran a succession of expensive waterside homes, each one larger than the one next to it, sprawling around the harbour in their quest for dominance, each with their own individually designed characteristics.

				     As the plumes of smoke drew closer, the helicopter descended so Jack could get as close a view of the bank as possible. As he leaned over and peered out through the curved glass of the front canopy, he could see what was left of the building. Jack could tell from the shape and trajectory of the blast that the device must have been placed towards the rear of the building and down low, perhaps on a basement floor. The explosion had ripped through the roof of the bank and demolished the rear walls rather than the front this time and the street looked unaffected but the damage inside more than made up for this lack of forethought on behalf of the bomber. 

				     The Bank of America branch on this street in Miami was an older building than its counterpart in the capital. Where the Washington building in large parts had withstood the force of the explosion, in Miami it had crumbled in on itself. The blast radius was less here but the sheer extent of the destruction within meant that, and Jack could see instantly, it would be unlikely that there were any survivors. 

				     “Let’s set this bird down okay? Make sure your men are ready Spelling!” Jack barked his orders, shouting to be heard over the noise of the engine above, and Spelling picked up the radio mic and called ahead. Four of his men, as he had instructed, were indeed waiting at the police precinct in Little Haiti and they would touch down on its helipad in three minutes. 

				     When they landed and once Jack had explained the situation and how the raid would go down, they made their way to the garage and into their cars, leaving Roy behind to check on the situation at the bank. The address was only ten minutes away. As they drove through the city streets Jack put on a flak jacket and strapped it tightly about his chest as the four FBI agents did the same. He put his shirt back on over the top and placed a full clip into the base of his Browning pistol.

				     As they pulled up through the neighbourhood Jack felt an adrenaline rush again. He was apprehensive, not for his own safety but for those of the men who were counting on him. They had been informed they were to arrest anyone found in the building and had been briefed as to the nature of who they might find but they were young guys. Two of them under thirty-five for sure and the last thing Jack wanted was any of them to take a bullet. Too much blood had been spilt that morning and he didn’t want any more to be added to it. 

				     The car parked at the end of the block and the six men got out. Three of the FBI agents took the path at the rear that ran between the rows of houses and took their positions. The one remaining agent walked on ahead and concealed himself between the target house and the one adjacent to it and waited for Jack. Jack walked along the street, a clipboard in hand and a rucksack pulled over his left shoulder. He walked up to the house and turned onto the path that led the twelve or so feet from the sidewalk to the stoop at the front door. 

				     At the back the first agent crept up to the back window and peered in. Inside, the room was dark and empty. A cardboard box lay against the wall to one side but that was all. Nothing was moving. He signalled to the other man who snuck up to the back door and gently forced it open, twisting a bladed instrument in the locking mechanism. He stepped into the musty dark and the other agent followed, leaving one man outside as cover. 

				     As they made their way inside, checking all of the corners and listening for signs of movement, they kept radio silence. Jack rang the doorbell and moved three paces back so as not to appear intimidating. The two agents inside stood silent, waiting for someone to move. 

				     Then suddenly upstairs something moved. The agents stopped in their tracks and listened. Something was definitely moving, but moving slowly. It wasn’t the sound of someone walking to the door, confident with the knowledge they should be there, but of someone who was hesitant. Whoever it was did not welcome the presence at the front door and did not want to answer it. 

				     Jack pressed the buzzer and this time they heard the noise again. Heavy footsteps charged across the second floor and down the stairs, running in their direction. Jack shouted through the front window asking if anyone was home but the body inside ignored him. It ran down the stairs which opened into the kitchen and whoever it was bolted through the door from the kitchen into the main room where the two agents were crouched, their pistols trained on the doorway in front of them. 

				     As the door swung open, a man ran in but before the agents could tell him to freeze he tripped and tumbled into the room, clutching at his ankles. One of the agents leapt to his feet and pinned the man down whilst the other radioed to Jack.

				     “It’s a bum, just a vagrant, sir! The house is empty.” The agent laughed and repeated his call over the radio but as he spoke into the mic, the other agent noticed something. Across the floor, stretching from one side to the other and no more than three inches off the ground, ran a thin strip of wire. The agent handcuffed the man and followed the wire but when he moved a pile of boxes and saw where it went it was too late. As it curled through his fingers and across the palm of his hand he suddenly realised what it was. 

				     He dropped the wire and shouted into his mic, “Get outta here, the house is wired to blow!” and turned to the other agent but before he could get another word out, time was up.

				     Hearing this on his radio Jack backed away to the sidewalk, but as he tried to contact the agents in the house the bomb in the main room exploded. The trip wire Sabina had rigged across the floor fed into a small explosive hidden by the boxes at the side of the room. When the agent had moved them it had armed, and seconds later it detonated. 

				     The explosion blew out all of the windows and tore the wooden-framed house apart belching smoke and flames into the sky. Jack was sent flying across the sidewalk, the force picking him up and tossing him into the air like a piece of meat. The agent at the side of the house picked himself up and ran round to the front of the house to check on Jack. Jack was dusting himself down as the agent ran up to him. 

				     “Are you okay?” he asked. 

				     “Yeah, I’m okay,” Jack replied, “Call in and get back-up down here.”

				     The explosion was not intended to devastate like the bombs in the bank, but just to kill whoever was in the house and Sabina’s precision had succeeded: inside, the two agents and the hand-cuffed man were killed instantly. This bomb had a different purpose. It too carried a message but it wasn’t a message for the people of America. It wasn’t a message to be shown all over cable TV and news stations across the globe. No, this message was just as direct, but more personal. It was for whoever walked into that room, if anyone did. It was for whoever was trying to catch Sabina and it was her way of saying back off. And although he wouldn’t admit it out loud, Jack got the message loud and clear.

				     Within minutes back up had arrived but it was too late. Medics ran to the house but Jack knew the men were dead and that there was nothing that could be done for them now. As he sat on the hood of one of the patrol cars that had pulled up, he took out his cell and called Roy.  

				     “Roy, she’s not here. There’s nothing here!” Jack’s voice carried the same beaten down tone it had in Switzerland when Roy had spoken to him after the assault on Sulaiman’s villa. “And Roy, two of Spelling’s men are dead too. She had rigged the house with explosives.”

				     Roy said he would inform Spelling but that he was probably on his way already.

				     Jack spoke gruffly into his phone, “Tell me there are some developments at the bank. We need some good news here.”

				     “Well the FBI here are working on it and Homeland Security are on their way, but it looks the same as Washington Jack. The blast came from inside, on the lower level, and tore right through the building. It’s exactly the same. She’s planting the bomb in the safety deposit boxes.”

				     “Tell them we need a list of all of the…” but Roy cut him short.

				     “I have already Jack. They are compiling it now. FBI Agent Ted Newman is in charge on the ground and has his men putting together a list of all the owners of the deposit boxes as we speak.”

				     “Okay. Now call this Newman guy and tell him I want him to meet me at the precinct in half an hour. If that’s how she’s doing it, then her name is going to be on one of those lists. If we can find a match between here and Washington we’ll know what alias if any she is using, Roy.”

				     “Okay, okay, just get yourself back and I’ll call Newman, alright Jack?”

				     But Jack had already hung up.  He grabbed one of the patrol officers and told him to drive him back to the precinct. As the car sped off from the house Jack felt like he was getting further away from Sabina, each yard along the road was a mile between where they were and catching her and this gulf was widening. She had anticipated every move they had made and she obviously knew that they would be onto her. But what Jack realised now was that she had known this would happen all along. She knew they would find the house, or at least she had planned in case they did. But if she had planned for that, what else had she planned for? 

				     Had she anticipated them following the deposit boxes? Jack thought it was now a certainty but he had to try. But what really frightened him now, and what was chiefly responsible for the defeatist tone in his voice, was that if she had planned this, he knew she would be far away by now. 

				     If her whole mission had been planned anticipating their pursuit, then she would have planned an escape route too. She was loyal to Sulaiman but she wouldn’t die for him. She wanted out at the end. Roy suspected she would run, fearing her cover had been blown, but Jack didn’t agree. She had thought of everything that happened. She hadn’t wanted them to walk into that house, but if they did, she had ensured she was ready. She wasn’t going to leave the country as Spelling now thought. No, she was going to complete her mission. Even if only to keep Sulaiman from her and that was what gave Jack an idea. Sabina had no way of knowing Sulaiman was dead. It was the only advantage they had left. 

				     Roy was waiting at the precinct when Jack entered the office. Jack knew what he had to do and he picked up the nearest phone and called Langley. It was time to raid the T.M.I. offices in New York. Sure it was risky, doing so and word would definitely get back to Sabina that they had been there, but if they could find out where she was going to they could take the fight to her rather than waiting for her to strike. 

				     Hanging up the phone after the order had been given, Jack turned to Wise. “My guys are going to raid the T.M.I. offices first thing in the morning. See if they can’t find out where Sabina is headed. She’s done the east coast so my guess is she’s off west, L.A. or Vegas.”

				     “Yeah, Schmitt has emailed a photograph of her taken at a casino in Monte Carlo, apparently she loves to gamble, Jack.”

				     “Really…” he deadpanned, “Well her fucking luck is about to run out!” 

				

				Chapter Twenty-Two

				

				     As the hours ticked by Sabina drew closer to achieving her goal. Each second that passed, she counted the numbers that would be killed by her precisely placed explosions of hatred. 

				     She was sat in a wide first class seat enjoying a glass of fine champagne with chilli garlic prawns and mussels and paid not the slightest bit of attention to the chaos she had left in her wake. She knew the bombs would have detonated but she seemed unconcerned with the fact, more preoccupied with the hors d’oeuvres laid out in front of her and getting the attendant’s attention than anything else. The aircraft was cruising comfortably in a small headwind and they were somewhere over Texas or Arizona. Sabina couldn’t tell. It had just been announced that they would be landing in a little over two hours at LAX. 

				     On arrival, anxious that she could have been identified and that government agents would be waiting, she walked slowly to the airport exit, her eyes scanning the multitude of criss-crossing people for any threats. At the terminal entrance were a group of what Sabina assumed were policemen, harassing a young Asian man outside who had made the cataclysmic error of parking his car momentarily in a no stop zone to drop off his wife. As they pushed and harangued the young man, studying in great detail his wife’s ticket as if it concealed some divine secret, she could tell the nature of their game. He shouldn’t have stopped, but it wasn’t the position of his car, or indeed the colour of his car that had singled him out in their eyes, more the colour of his skin that had stolen their unwanted attention.

				     As Sabina edged towards the large glass doors, she strained to overhear their conversation, but all she could make out were the muted sounds of frustration and the futile calls to ‘calm down’ as the volume of the mens’ voices escalated amidst the ever-shortening patience of the controlling officers. But it meant she was free. And as she walked through the automatic doorway she glanced over and exchanged a moment’s look with the beleaguered man, sharing an understanding of his frustrations and anger in two seconds of eye contact. She then looked back, walked to the side of the road and hailed a cab. She got in and the cab drove off.

				     The driver was chewing on the end of a cigar and the interior of the cab reeked of tobacco smoke as he drove out of the airport and joined the freeway traffic.

				     “Are you here on business or holiday?” the driver asked.

				     “Business,” Sabina replied winding down the window, “and can you put that cigar out. I can’t stand the smell of tobacco, especially cigars.” She spoke in an authoritative manner and the tone of her voice sounded like an order that was not up for discussion. The driver looked at her in the rear view mirror and then stubbed it out in the ashtray in front of him. She took a file from her bag and began reading it and it was obvious to the driver that she did not want to talk and they drove the forty minutes from the airport to West Hollywood in silence. Sabina was focussed on the documents she was holding and the driver nodded along listening to the sounds of 93 KHJ and he only spoke up again when they had reached the destination.

				     “That’s forty two bucks lady,” said the driver.

				     Sabina took out some money from her bag and paid him, including a small tip, and then got out of the cab. She had asked the driver to drop her off at a bar on Sunset Strip and he had just about managed to do so, dropping her randomly towards the eastern end of the Strip on the corner with Marmont Lane. She looked around. The Hollywood sign in all its glory stood propped up clear to all and although it was early evening, the sun was already beginning to set over the Hollywood hills and she could see the smog which hung low over the city. It was a pungent grey colour and it shrouded the city and tainted the sunlight that broke through.

				     The sidewalk was empty, save for a few solitary individuals, but the street was not with a constant flow of cars mainly in the direction of Santa Monica. It was a foreign way to live for her, such a reliance on cars. In Europe people walked more and travelled on trains and buses, but in L.A. the car reigned supreme, almost as if the city had been created in direct collusion with the automobile. 

				     Sabina instantly understood the Americans’ need for and dependency on oil.

				     She walked up to a bar called The Late Room and walked in. It was a gay bar with few house rules that sat in the middle of one of the seedier lengths of the strip. On one side was another bar which had been closed down for some time, and on its other side a bar and grill which, although it was open, looked from the outside to all intents and purposes as if had followed the same path as its neighbour two numbers down.

				     Inside The Late Room, the lighting was soft and dimmed and the room was filled with a handful of hushed conversations that seemed to quieten even further with her entrance. She walked up to the bar, stepping past a couple of men who were dancing in the centre of the small dance floor. A young man was sat in the corner of the bar, raised up a foot or so on a small stage, and he was playing a baby grand piano on top of which stood a glass stuffed with numerous dollar bills given by customers; the music drifted softly as he struck the keys tenderly and it filled the room with the swirling sounds of Cole Porter and Johnny Mercer’s music. He was a very talented jazz pianist and he was totally engrossed in the music he was playing. 

				     She walked up to the bar and sat down. Seated at the bar were two young men, both dressed in tightly-fitted jeans and almost identical shirts which looked under threat of being overcome by their swirling patterns and wide collars. They were locked in a conversation and seemed unaware of anything that was going on around them and it was obvious they were only interested in one another. 

				     Sabina put her bag down on the bar and the bartender walked over to her.

				     “Hi, what can I get you?” he asked.

				     “Canadian Club and 7-Up on the rocks, in a tall glass.”

				     “You got it, one CC7 on the rocks in a highball glass coming up.”

				     As Sabina waited for the drink the two men who had been occupying the seats next to her suddenly got up and left, still locked in discussion about whatever it was they were talking about that seemed to distract them from the world around them. As they walked to the door it opened and a young woman walked in but they barely noticed her and walked straight past, almost knocking her over.

				     “Hey! You wanna watch where you’re going? God damn…”

				     The men momentarily glanced back but then left, muttering something to themselves. The lady watched them leave and then walked up to the bar and ordered a beer. A Miller she stressed, nothing imported. 

				     Sabina sat sipping her CC7 and watched the lady as she sat down. She looked on intently as she swigged from the frothy bottle and played with the chain around her neck, pulling it slowly on its left hand side so it rolled over her skin and moved in a kind of loop. The small metal clasp, which had started at the back, moved round under her ear and over the top of her chest before returning to its position at the back where it had begun. 

				     She looked over and saw Sabina sitting watching her.

				     “What are you looking at lady?”

				     Sabina smiled and looked down at the bar, as if suddenly developing a coyness she didn’t know she had. 

				     “Look I’m sorry” the lady offered, “I didn’t mean to…its just those fucking guys! You know, who do they think they are…?”

				     “I don’t think they meant anything by it, they just weren’t paying any attention.”

				     “You’re from out of town aren’t you?”

				     Sabina balked at what she thought would have been fairly obvious but smiled and replied, “Yeah, I am.”

				     “Well you had better watch yourself, that’s the problem in this town, no manners. Nobody cares about anyone else. Nobody sees, you know. They just do their own thing and damn everyone else.”

				     “Well not everyone’s like that,” Sabina replied timidly, finishing her drink and putting the empty glass back on the table.

				     The lady laughed, “Look I’m sorry. How rude am I? Can I buy you a drink?”

				     “Why not?”

				     “Bartender! Another Miller and a…”

				     “ A CC7,” Sabina said. “On the rocks,” she added hastily.

				     “I’m Jackie Macdonald.”

				     Sabina introduced herself.

				     “Jane Beckett? What, are you British or Australian or something?”

				     Sabina laughed. “Yeah, something like that.”

				     The bartender put down their drinks and Jackie took a long swig, wiping her mouth after, and putting a twenty-dollar bill down on the bar.

				     “Well, Miss Jane Beckett, I haven’t seen you in here before…?”

				     Sabina smiled but avoided the question. “And you come in here quite a lot then I take it?”

				     “Not a lot no, but sometimes.” Jackie tilted her head and looked at Sabina, noticing her travel bag on the floor. “You going somewhere tonight, then?” she asked, nodding at the bag by her feet. 

				     “No. I just got into town this evening.”

				     “Right. Where you been then?”

				     “San Diego.”

				     “What’s in San Diego?”

				     “You sure ask a lot of question don’t you? I was visiting family.”

				     “Sorry. I guess I do talk a lot sometimes, you don’t mind do you? You see I'm from out of town too, it makes you stand out too much in this town.” Sabina could tell for the first time a hint of an accent, buried somewhere under the years of dilution in L.A. 

				     Sabina looked interested. “Where are you from then?”

				     “Austin, Texas. Originally,” she laughed. “You mean you can’t tell!!?”

				     They continued to talk and Sabina told Jackie about her mother, talking at great length considering the two women had just met, but she carefully avoided talking about too much of her past. Not giving away where she was from or any of her history. But Jackie didn’t seem to mind, Sabina’s allusive responses and air of mystery intrigued her and they talked over several more drinks until well after eleven.

				     “So what are you doing for the rest of the evening?” Jackie asked.

				     Sabina replied that she had been supposed to meet a friend of hers at the bar but that it seemed most likely she wasn’t going to turn up. 

				     “Some friend of yours, deciding not to show up like that!”

				     “Yeah, well she’s a flight attendant so she most probably just got held up and delayed somewhere. Anyway, it hasn’t all turned out bad though.” Sabina smirked and smiled seductively at Jackie over the top of her glass.

				     “No I guess it hasn’t. Well, are you hungry? Cos I was thinking, there’s a fantastic Chinese place just next to my apartment, we could go get some food and take it back to mine…”

				     “That sounds good to me,” Sabina smiled, but yet her eyes didn’t seem to match the emotions her mouth was portraying. They were watching Jackie but with a hidden agenda, as if Sabina had something else in mind and was going along with it.  

				     “Anyway, it doesn’t look like my friend is going to turn up now.”

				     “Well let’s drink up then.”

				     Sabina and Jackie finished their drinks, Sabina tipping the CC7 back in one go, and then they left the bar and walked out into the parking lot. The sun had set but the sky was bright, illuminated with the neon lights of the city which seemed to be reflected back. As they walked through the empty lot towards Jackie’s car Sabina watched her new companion, carefully studying her movements as she stepped into the front seat and it was obvious that she had had a few drinks. It was a Pontiac Firebird and was littered with rubbish and CDs were spread out all over the front. Sabina threw her bag on the back seat and climbed into the passenger seat.

				     Jackie drove down Sunset Boulevard which was still busy with flowing traffic despite the late hour. The beer had obviously had a little effect on her as she cruised along Sunset heading west. West Hollywood was straight ahead, and over the lights the rich and powerful of Beverly Hills. The iconic Hollywood sign loomed out of the murky L.A. night sky, standing proudly on the side of the valley hills.  She turned right into North Highland Avenue and then a couple of minutes later right again into Franklin where she skidded to an abrupt halt. 

				     “I’ve just got to dump some stuff upstairs first. Come on,” Jackie said excitedly.

				     Sabina got out of the car and followed Jackie up the stairs to her apartment. It was an old building and looked more like a motel than an apartment complex. The 

				doorways were spread along the corridor and overlooked the parking lot, spread out as if they couldn’t be more than a couple of rooms behind each one. 

				     Jackie’s was on the first floor and around the back, looking up towards the Hollywood hills. She opened the door and let Sabina in first, and then followed herself, turning on the lights as she did.

				     “Can I get you a drink?”

				     “Sure,” Sabina replied.

				     “Is a beer okay?”

				     “Whatever you’ve got”

				     Sabina could hear Jackie fumbling round in the kitchen and the clatter of glasses and the clunk of the fridge door as she swung it closed. She returned with two beers in her right hand and a couple of small shot glasses in the other. A small whiskey bottle was tucked under her arm.

				     “You can’t have a chaser without the shot, right?”

				     Sabina laughed, “Well I guess not.”

				     Jackie poured the whisky out into the two glasses and passed one to Sabina and then sat down. “Here’s to chance encounters,” she said raising her glass, “Cheers.” 

				     “Cheers, chance encounters,” Sabina replied, and then she knocked it back in one. Jackie did the same and her eyes remained fixed on Sabina as she did so.

				     “Well you must make yourself at home, I’m gonna go and see about some food.” Jackie went into the next room and Sabina could hear as she picked up the phone and dialled the restaurant. She ordered the food and spoke in fluent Cantonese to the restaurant on the other end of the line which surprised Sabina; she was obviously a more educated woman than she had supposed and Sabina realised she was not the only one who had been concealing parts about themselves. 

				     “It’ll be about half an hour. They’ll bring it round too.”

				     “So how come you speak Chinese then? You didn’t mention that earlier…”

				     “Well I think you’ll find there are lots of things I didn’t say earlier, like there are lots of things you didn’t talk about. ”

				     Sabina smiled and Jackie poured another drink for them both. Sabina knocked it back again and they managed another three drinks but by the time their food arrived they had lost all interest and had only the desire for one another. 

				     Jackie stepped in towards her and put her arm around her. She looked directly into Sabina’s eyes and got the response she had hoped for. She leaned in and kissed Sabina on the lips. Sabina paused for a moment but then kissed her back, wrapping her arms passionately around Jackie’s waist and up under her blouse as they embraced each other. Jackie kissed Sabina again and their arms intertwined around each other.

				     “Not in here. Come with me.” Jackie led Sabina into her bedroom where they lay down on the large king-size bed and Jackie undid the buttons on Sabina’s blouse as she lay down next to her, passionately undressing one another and losing themselves in the heat of the moment which engulfed them.

				      Jackie was the first to wake the following morning. Sliding quietly out of the bed she went into the bathroom and showered; she then dried herself and got dressed quickly, pulling on her nursing uniform and a dark blue pullover on top which she zipped up. She went into the kitchen and made herself some breakfast. Sabina was still asleep in the bedroom. 

				     Jackie returned carrying a cup of coffee.

				     “Jane, wake up,” and she rubbed Sabina’s shoulders gently in an attempt to wake her, “Here’s some coffee. Listen, I have to go to work in a few minutes but you are welcome to stay here. I get off at two, maybe we could meet then?”

				     Sabina sat up and took the cup, “What time is it now?”

				     “It’s a little after five, sorry,” Jackie said as she bent down and kissed Sabina. 

				     “Thanks, I’ll be waiting for you so don’t be late!” Sabina sat up and smiled, the first honest smile she had managed as if she had not woken fully and had unintentionally let a genuine emotion out before her usual protective shield went up. 

				     Jackie smiled back and leaned in and kissed her again. “I’ll try, don’t you worry.” She stood up and picked up her bag which was sitting on the chair and turned affectionately to Sabina who was still in the bed, “Who is Sulaiman?” she asked casually.

				

				     “Who...?”

				     “Sulaiman, you called out the name Sulaiman several times in your sleep. I thought you were having a nightmare. Is he some ex who’s hassling you or something?”      

				     Suddenly Sabina was awake. She had not given away any details about herself the night before and Jackie really had no idea who she was but in her sleep she had given away the most vital thing possible. It was only one word, but that word had too many implications and she couldn’t take it back now.

				     She reached over, put the cup down on the bedside table, and got out of the bed without bothering to put any clothes on. She picked up her bag and walked to the bathroom. 

				     “Listen, can you wait a minute, I need to go the bathroom, don’t go just yet.”

				     “All right, but don’t be long, my shift starts at six,” Jackie said as she sat down on the edge of the bed. 

				     Sabina walked into the bathroom and took out the small handgun from her bag, which fit snugly into her palm. She then pulled out the silencer and screwed it onto the end of the barrel, draped a towel over it and walked back out into the bedroom.

				     “Do you know where I put the car keys last night? I can’t seem to find them.”

				     Sabina told Jackie she could see them on the floor under the table and she went over and picked them up, walked over to Jackie and handed them to her.

				     “Thanks, I’m forever losing these damn things.”

				     Sabina sat down on the bed next to her and kissed her. She raised the gun in her hand slowly so that Jackie didn’t notice and held it close to her chest. She then leaned back and looked at Jackie in the eyes. Jackie smiled and looked back at Sabina and for a moment the two women shared a moment of silent intimacy but it was not to last. Sabina smiled back, and then pulled the trigger quickly. 

				     She fired two shots into Jackie from no more than a foot away which killed her instantly. Her body barely moved as the bullets tore through her chest piercing her heart and she fell backwards onto the bed. A large red circle had appeared on the front of her top as the blood oozed out of the two small wounds on her front, both no wider than half an inch across, and it started to pool onto the sheets beneath. 

				     Sabina took the gun out from under the towel and placed it on the table and then reached down for Jackie’s bag and emptied out its contents onto the bed. As she did so a solitary tear ran down across her cheek. She hadn’t wanted to pull the trigger this time but she had had no choice. Unwittingly, Jackie had heard too much and had sealed her own fate. 

				     Keys and a lighter and a half empty pack of cigarettes fell out onto the covers and Sabina rifled through the mass of objects looking for the one thing that she wanted. In the middle of the pile of Jackie’s belongings was her purse and Sabina opened it immediately. She took out her social security card and put the bag back down, taking great care to put everything back inside except for the keys. 

				     She got up, got dressed and left the apartment quickly and quietly. Outside, the sun was rising over the hills and the city was lurching back into life. The roads were filling up and the odd apartment light began to flick on as people began to get up. Sabina looked around. Jackie’s car was sat in the parking lot. She walked down the steps and over to it and took out the keys. She unlocked the door and it swung open, its well-worn hinges unable to hold the weight of the door, and Sabina got in.

				     She pulled out of the lot and onto the road and drove towards the Strip where she parked the car up. As a single woman on the Strip at that time in the morning she couldn’t have stood out any more, but she walked down the street several blocks anyway and then threw the keys into a dumpster and hailed a cab. 

				     Almost immediately one pulled up and Sabina got in. The driver was a large Mexican man who seemed to have not fully woken yet as he couldn’t stop yawning, his mouth opening wide as he did so baring a mouthful of fillings. Sabina gave him an address that was a couple of blocks from her safe house, east of Santa Monica. 

				     As they rolled along the Strip, the sun now blaring across the cloudless Los Angelino morning, her thoughts turned to Jackie and she felt a tinge of sadness. The bombs had not concerned her and she had not seen their impact herself. But this had been different and for the first time since she had landed in America she felt something and she didn’t know why. 

				     The cab pulled up and for a moment Sabina didn’t move, consumed by her thoughts she hadn’t noticed where they were. She paid the driver who managed to take her money without even so much as turning around or shifting in his seat, and then she got out.

				     Her feeling was familiar but she didn’t know why but as she was walking along the road she suddenly realised. It wasn’t a new feeling and she had felt like that before but not for a long time. In fact it had been almost twenty years since she had last felt like that. And she knew quite clearly when that last time was. She had been living in Switzerland back then and she was only a child, several years shy of reaching the yardstick of double figures, but the last time, and indeed the first time, she had felt such remorse and conflict and pain was when her mother had died.

				

				Chapter Twenty-Three.

				

				 Jack had landed in Los Angeles early Thursday morning and as soon as the jet touched down he knew Sabina was near. He couldn’t tell where, and he didn’t really know how he knew it, but his gut feeling told him she was in the city. Somewhere.

				     He travelled straight to the SIS offices in downtown L.A. It was a small and discreet building deep in the heart of the city centre pinned between the Pasadena and Santa Ana freeways and you could almost walk past it without even noticing it was there unless you knew otherwise. Jack was met at the front by a CIA agent who took him inside and showed him upstairs, but no sooner had he stepped inside the building when his cell began to ring. It was Don at CIA. Langley. 

				     “Hey Jack, it’s Don, have you got to L.A. yet?”

				     “Yeah, about half an hour ago Don.”

				     “Good, good.” Don spoke for a moment as if he was in charge of the whole operation, but he hadn’t intended any insubordination but rather was overcome with 

				an urgency and was trying to help. “Listen up, we hit the T.M.I. offices in New York this morning and turned up all kinds of stuff I think you’re gonna want to hear.”

				     Jack’s ears pricked up suddenly.

				     “Now there wasn’t much, as you suspected this woman has covered her tracks well and there is not much left to go on. But we can confirm that she was in Boston last Friday. But get this Jack, you were right, she was headed to Washington and Miami and then on to L.A.”

				     “I god damned knew it!” Jack fumed.

				     “Now we can’t be sure but she only got there yesterday so I reckon she could still be in the city, Jack.” 

				     Jack knew she was still in the city, somewhere amongst the sprawling freeways and streets but he didn’t know how to get to her. 

				     “Her photo has been sent to all airports on the west coast from San Diego right up to Seattle,” Don continued, “and the Bank of America has notified all of its branches to be on the look out for a single female trying to rent a safety deposit box. We just have to hope that she hasn’t been there already and that we can catch her.” 

				     Jack listened to the details that Don was relaying to him but, although he didn’t say it, he didn’t expect to catch Sabina that way. She was too smart and too far ahead in the game and there was no way she would be caught so easily. She would have planned for all eventualities and she would have known exactly what she was doing. Although the raid had confirmed what they had suspected it had done little more than that. Just confirming what they already knew. But what Don went on to say turned the tables completely around.

				     “Now Jack, there is one thing. One of the employees you mentioned, a Helen Page, she was taken in for questioning. The stupid woman had no idea what she is involved in and tried to mess us around, pleading the fifth and saying nothing to try and defend this Sabina of yours. But she has opened up and has handed over a file detailing certain aspects of this ‘business trip’ that Sabina is on, as she calls it. She has started to realise that this Miss Talib who she seems to hold in such high regard is not exactly the woman she seemed to think she was. Now this file, it has the names of certain companies that Sabina was supposedly visiting on her trip. We haven’t gotten in touch with any of these yet, we needed to contact you first, and we don’t even know if she has been to any of them. Or whether she even intends to. But we have checked them out, Jack. They all exist and they all seem to be above board. What do you think?”

				     Jack knew what Helen Page had been doing but he knew she wasn’t involved. She may have been an employee and have known Sabina personally but Sabina would have known better than to get her involved and if she had known anything at all she would have been dead a long time ago. No, she was just trying to defend her boss, perhaps trying to impress her even, but that was the most of it he thought.

				     “Where are these companies Don?”

				     “Well, let me see, there’s one in Miami, one in Austin, one in Houston, one in…”

				     “Are there any in L.A. Don?” Jack shouted down the phone. Don was extremely pedantic at the best of times, he was known for it, but sometimes his attention to detail and his insistence on inclusiveness was too much for Jack, and this was definitely one of those times. 

				     “Right, right, um…Yeah there’s one in L.A. Jack, and one in San Francisco. What do you want to do?”

				     Jack paused and took a deep breath as he thought. He had to look at every course of action from all the angles as he knew Sabina would have. He needed to outsmart her, to beat her at her own game. As he tried to decide what to do his hands fidgeted nervously with a pen in his left hand, tapping it on the desk and spinning it between his index and second finger and it was obvious that he was starting to feel the pressure. Even to those who didn’t know him.

				     “Don, listen to me real carefully. It’s time we took the fight to her, and this may just be our way in. I want you to brief the President on everything you have told me and tell him I will be in contact with him directly. I need to find out the lie of the land here first!”

				     “Okay Jack, I’ll do that right away,” Don was almost ready to put the receiver down but he couldn’t help himself, “Jack, what have you got in mind?”

				     “Don’t you worry about that old friend, you leave that to me, alright. Now tell me, what’s the word from Miami and Washington?”

				     “It’s not great Jack, there are countless numbers of casualties. The numbers just keep going up! But they have pulled out a few still alive in Miami.”

				     “Well at least that’s something.”

				     Jack hung up and turned his attention back to the SIS offices. He looked up the agent who had met him downstairs who was now sat at a desk in the centre of the room furiously tapping away at his computer. He noticed Jack coming towards him and showed him to the office at the end of the room and introduced him to the head of the L.A. branch of the CIA, Bill Tannen. 

				     Jack wasted no time and got straight to the point. He needed to get some info on a company called MediCal in L.A. Bill sent one of his junior staff to look into it but as soon as he had put the receiver back down on his desk Jack began outlining what he wanted. He needed to know as much about the company as possible, he needed to know where it was, how long it had been there, who worked there, how many people worked there, its financial status. Everything. And on top of that he needed it right then and there.

				     Slightly stunned, Bill took it all in and set to it. It had been a long time since he had received instructions quite as directly as he had just done and he was unaccustomed to it but he set about it nonetheless. A few minutes later, the same agent who had shown Jack into the building returned, this time brandishing a wad of files in his arms. 

				     As he placed them on the desk his tie got caught between the pages which pulled on it as he let them go, pulling it into a tightly-wound knot of cornflower blue that stood out more and more against the agent’s reddening face. 

				     Jack chuckled to himself, the first time he had managed as much as a smile in days, and he watched as the embarrassed young agent pulled it clear and hurriedly left the room.

				     Bill Tannen was remarkably young Jack thought, forty if that, but he commanded his office with an authority and a noticeable sense of self-importance. He was dressed in a light grey suit and a dark blue open-necked shirt, which made Jack look even scruffier in comparison than usual, and Jack noticed the difference between the east coast and the west. The east coast was more European, in appearance and in attitude, than the west where the surf-styled attitude seemed to have intruded into all walks of life, from the commercial sector of shops and restaurants to the suited businesses of the city. Even the spectre of Hollywood seemed to loom large over everything, the agents in the bustling rooms outside the Tannen’s door looking more like movie stars than CIA operatives. 

				     Tannen looked at the files that had been deposited on his desk. 

				     “MediCal seems legit Mr Wildey. They’re a distribution firm specialising in medical supplies in California. Nothing seems out of place.”

				     He handed the top page to Jack who looked over it.

				     “Supplier to the major hospitals up and down the west coast, over a hundred employees, I don’t know what you’re looking for here,” Tannen continued, “but they seem a reputable company. Now I know you can’t tell me what your business with them is, but down here it’s a case of ‘you scratch my back and I’ll scratch yours’ so how about you let me in on what you’re doing here?”

				     “I’m afraid I can’t do that,” Jack offered bluntly by way of reply. He hadn’t expected Bill Tannen to be so direct. He was in a position of power and he knew how things worked surely. If it was something he needed to know he would be informed as and when he needed to be but Jack sensed that he would have to be careful around Tannen as he realised he may have cruelly misjudged the man. He couldn’t risk anything getting out to the press and Tannen seemed like just the attention-seeking kind of guy to do just that. “No, it seems to be a dead-end anyway,” Jack said dismissively, “I don’t need to remind you that the confidentiality of my being here is non-negotiable. This is just a routine line of enquiry. Okay?” 

				     “Of course sir, it’s just SIS don’t make a habit of coming down here and so when they do…”

				     “The SIS have not been down here,” Jack snapped, “Do you understand? As far as you and your team are concerned, you were just helping out with an enquiry from Washington. Nothing more needs to be said.”

				     Tannen looked at Jack and thought about saying something but he didn’t. Keen not to rustle any feathers, he quickly realised his line of questioning was as much of a dead-end as the one Jack spoke of and he backed off. 

				     “I’m going to need a driver and I’m going to have to take these for now,” Jack stated holding the files and he didn’t even wait for a reply before he left the room. He had only gone a couple of yards when the agent who had picked him up earlier appeared at his side and the pair of them walked out of the building. 

				     They got into a car parked in the street outside and headed west. They joined the Santa Monica Freeway, cruising through the city, and Jack sat next to the driver looking through the files. MediCal indeed looked clean but it had only been in existence for a little over five years and something about that concerned Jack. In five years it had grown rapidly and had become a market leader all the way up the west coast which was no mean achievement for a new company. Something about it didn’t sound kosher to Jack and he thought he would check it out himself. 

				     The driver dropped him off on Olympic Boulevard and Jack walked the couple of blocks to the MediCal building. It was a small building, hemmed in on either side by much larger office complexes which dwarfed it, but from the exterior it seemed okay – a plush enough looking building in a fine neighbourhood. 

				     Jack walked up to the rotating glass door and pushed it round, the cushioned base of the door squeaking as it went. Inside, the reception area was noticeably plain and nothing caught his eye.

				     “Excuse me, I’m late for a meeting with Miss Talib, can you tell me if she is still here?” Jack asked the puzzled looking woman on the front desk.

				     “I’m sorry, a meeting with whom?” she replied. She was in her mid-twenties and was the very epitome of L.A., tall, blonde and very attractive, wearing a designer-styled white blouse and conspicuous jewellery that drew attention to her ample cleavage. 

				     Jack repeated that he was there to meet Miss Talib but apologised for his tardiness. He knew she wasn’t there and had no intention of taking his questions anywhere, but he just wanted to see if the name was recognised.

				     “I’m afraid no one of that name works here sir. Are you sure you have the right address?” Jack fumbled amongst the files in his hands as if he were looking for something.

				     “Yeah, I’m sure, don’t tell me she left already!” The receptionist looked even more bewildered than she had done previously but she called upstairs to one of the floors to check but no one by that name was present she was informed. She repeated this to Jack but as he stood in the foyer his cell rang again and he explained to the young woman he would have to take it. 

				     Outside the noise of the traffic was deafening but he answered the call anyway, turning up the volume on his phone as loud as it would go and pressing it hard onto his ear. The voice came piercing over the line, cutting through the cacophony surrounding him, and it stopped him in his tracks:

				     “Jack, it’s Roy. We’ve got her!”

				       

				Chapter Twenty-Four

				

				    Jack slammed his cell closed and rushed back across the street hurriedly waving at the young agent to get the car started. 

				     “Wiltshire Boulevard fast!” he yelled. 

				     His heart pounded as the wheels of the car spun and the tyres burned as they sped off.

				     “Where are we going sir?”

				     “The Bank of America on Wiltshire, it’s number 600.”

				     “Yes sir.”

				     The car tore trough the midday traffic and made short work of the mileage between the MediCal offices and West Hollywood, the agent swerving through the cars as Jack listened to Roy on the phone detailing what had happened. A call had been received saying that a young woman matching the description – medium build, dark hair – had been apprehended at the Bank of America branch on the corner of Wiltshire and Beverly. She had been detained by the bank officials who raised the alarm when the young woman had tried to rent a safety deposit box. She had given herself up without too much protest and was now in the custody of the LAPD who were the first on the scene.

				     Jack thought that something about it didn’t add up but Roy had him convinced and he opened the car door and leapt out into the noise and commotion. He ran straight up to the bank, his badge in hand. The place was swarming with cops who had sealed it off and evacuated everyone and the young woman under arrest was handcuffed and locked in the back of a secure van in the street outside as the LAPD had been instructed to wait until Jack had arrived. 

				     He pushed his way though the cordon, waving his ID in the face of anyone who dared to question him, and walked straight up to the van. Bill Tannen was outside with the Chief of Police and the FBI. 

				     Tannen saw Jack approaching and he stepped forward to intercept, his air of authority now replaced with an arrogance that Jack could instantly tell would be a problem. As Jack half expected by this point, Tannen stepped out in front of him.

				     “Would you tell me what the fucking hell is going on here!?” 

				     Jack ignored him and walked past. “Hey, I’m talking to you,” he grabbed Jack by the shoulder and tried to pull him round but Jack was too strong and shrugged it off. He walked to the back of the van as the FBI and local police stood on and watched, and swung open the rear door. 

				     Inside was the young woman who had been detained. She fit the description for sure but Jack could tell without even seeing her face that it wasn’t Sabina. The woman sat in the back of the holding van, her hands cuffed together, was beside herself and was trembling uncontrollably as two police officers watched over her. As Jack stepped inside the van she turned around and he could see it was not who he was looking for and in that moment his heart sank. 

				     Tannen jumped in the back of the van behind Jack and continued yelling but it all washed over him in a wave of irrelevance. Now was the time for Jack to let him know who was in charge and he turned to face Tannen.

				     “Shut the fuck up and get your ass outta here!” Jack instructed in no uncertain terms. “That’s an order, got it? Get outta here!” 

				     Tannen jumped back down from the rear of the van reluctantly. He was unaccustomed to being spoken to in such a manner and he thought his position of authority was being taken away from him by the man from Langley but he kept complaining. It was muffled and subdued and Jack could barely hear his protestations as he undid the handcuffs and helped the woman out of the van. 

				     She was distraught and confused and had no idea what had happened to her or why and in an effort to console her Jack led her to a female officer who he asked to help. He should have known it would never have been so easy. 

				     Bill Tannen was still yelling, not at Jack now, but at the agents in the bank and he was struggling to explain what was going on. 

				     “It’s not her,” Jack said to the young agent who was waiting obediently by the car, “Tell them it’s not her, let her go.” Jack watched as the agent ran off and as soon as he was out of sight he slipped into the car, turned the ignition on and drove off leaving the furore behind. 

				     He drove up to the top of the Hollywood hills and got out to look over the city and its curtain of smog as everyone went about their business. He knew Sabina was out there somewhere, and he knew he was close, so close that he could almost taste it. 

				     Cars crawled along Sunset Boulevard and Santa Monica in West Hollywood and as he stood watching them he realised he was just the same as the tail-to-tail traffic. He felt the same, hemmed in on either side, incapable of changing his direction or his fate, and also unable to change the speed with which he was reaching it. And it was just then, as he stood watching the snarling freeways clogged up spewing god knows how much pollution into the air, he knew what had to be done.

				     He took out his cell again and called Roy but in his head he had made up his mind and made his decision. And he knew just what he had to do. 

				

				     Inside the safe house on Ocean Park Boulevard Sabina sat down and pulled herself together. The murder of Jackie was not part of the plan. Taking her identity was, but she had not wanted to kill her and the effects of something outside of her pre-planned mission had caught her off guard. But she could see the ocean from the street outside and the sight of it calmed her slightly. 

				     She took out Jackie’s social security card and put it into her own wallet, taking out everything that identified her as Jane Becket from the brown leather and putting it in the ashtray on the table. She didn’t even bother to check that the house was empty and secure. 

				     She walked over to the phone which sat on its own in the middle of a large glass-topped table. She noticed that a red light on the small panel on the front was flashing indicating that there was a message and she immediately pressed play.

				     “SIROCCO. COVER IS BLOWN. THE COLONEL’S ORDERS ARE YOU MUST COMPLETE THE MISSION AT ALL COSTS. I REPEAT, SIROCCO YOUR COVER IS BLOWN. THE COLONEL’S ORDERS ARE YOU MUST COMPLETE THE MISSION AT ALL COSTS. ERASE THIS MESSAGE AND DESTROY”

				     The voice on the phone was not one she recognised and for a moment she wondered whether she should trust it. It could be a set-up, she had no way of knowing for sure, but if anyone had found the location of the house they would have made their presence known long before now. She wouldn’t have even got as far as the front door and she knew it. 

				     But the message was not spoken by Sulaiman himself and Sabina wondered why. She’d had no contact with him directly and had not spoken to him since their meeting in Montreux several weeks earlier. She wondered how exactly her cover had been blown, and how much the Americans knew, and what they were doing about it. As she thought about this she realised that she shouldn’t stay in the house any longer than she needed. 

				     She got up and removed the tape from the machine and dropped it in the ashtray along with what was left of Jane Beckett and lit it, watching the orangey flames flicker and dance as the reel of tape quickly burnt and the I.D. melted. Sabina stood and stared at the flames, as the parts of her life and who she had been disappeared in front of her very eyes.    

				     As the sparks flickered and died leaving only a small mound of ash, Sabina picked up her bag and left the room. In the garage sat a Lincoln Town Car, almost identical to the one in Washington. She heaved up the trunk and checked inside but it was all there – the shotgun, the semtex, the cash. She put the bomb in her briefcase and slammed the trunk down and got in the front seat with the briefcase next to her. She turned on the engine, which stuttered and stammered at first but then roared into life, and moments later Sabina had left. 

				     It was almost a quarter to one in the afternoon when the same Lincoln pulled up on East Martin Luther King Jr Boulevard. It was an inconspicuous burgundy red with white wall tyres and silver alloy wheels. Sabina stepped out, dressed in her dark suit and blonde wig and with briefcase in hand, and slammed the car door shut. She looked around the street which was writhing with the midday activity of one of the most famous cities in the world. The downtown area was home to the business heart of Los Angeles and the buildings scrapped amongst each other as they stretched into the sky, their glass facades reflecting the winter sun along the streets.

				     She walked along the length of the street, laughing to herself at the name it had been given - Martin Luther King Jr – and wondered quite what such a name was supposed to bestow. One of the key human rights activists who was a crusader for equality in a racially divided nation, would such a naming of a street erase the racial tensions which still divided the country, and indeed the world? As she wondered just how far the nation had come, marvelling that just five miles to the south sat Compton, an almost entirely black neighbourhood where white men would fear to tread, and a few miles in the opposite direction was Beverly Hills, the most prosperous district in the city, and one whose colour was more than a little likely to be a slightly lighter than its southern counterpart. 

				     She rounded the corner and walked into Avalon Boulevard, a title whose irony was no less lost on Sabina, and continued north into San Pedro Street. She stopped and bought a paper and sat down on a bench further up the street. She held the paper up and surveyed the passers-by, looking for anything out of place, or anything which would impede her, but she noticed nothing and so placed the paper down on the bench. Then she got up and made her way along the road to number 120 where she entered a branch of the Union Bank.

				     Twenty minutes later she stepped back out of the branch, an explosive primed and strapped in place in a safety deposit box inside the banks vault and she walked down the length of the street once more, returned to her car, climbed in, and drove straight to the Santa Monica Freeway and out of the city. 

				     Once she had left Los Angeles she headed north for the Pacific Coast Highway and then drove north along the beautifully scenic coast of northern California. The brilliant blue ocean rippled along the coastline in and out of the coves and bays. As she put more and more distance between herself and L.A., passing through Carmel and Big Sur, she could see the number of people begin to diminish and the scenery change dramatically, contrasting with the concrete and glass jungle of the city she had left behind. She felt as if the Californian landscape and the closeness of the Pacific ocean were taking over and she found shelter in their anonymity; it’s vastness could disguise even the largest of wrongdoings and it never judged those who walked upon its surface, just welcomed them all with equal open arms. 

				     Eleven hours later she arrived in San Francisco.

				

				Chapter Twenty-Five

				

				     The prisoner took quick gasping breaths and small beads of sweat dripped down from under his hairline across his forehead and then down the sides of his heavily perspiring face forming two distinct lines, one down past his ear and the other down over his nose and between his eyes. He wrestled from side to side in the chair in which he had been firmly fastened, pulling manically at his bound wrists but it was to no avail. He was secured despite his frantic protestations. 

				     He had been in the same room for almost thirty-six hours straight. The day had come and gone, and night had passed and the windowless room had become a timeless bastion of endurance. People had come and gone but he had remained, quickly becoming as permanent a feature in the room as the four walls around him. The minutes and hours had ticked by slowly in what had become an endless deadlock, punctuated only by sporadic onslaughts of questioning, but the constant threat of violence had taken its toll on the weary prisoner. 

				     He looked up and around the room deep in the bowels of the Swiss Intelligence Headquarters. It was a stark and empty room, just four walls, a small table and a couple of chairs, and the only thing which gave it any definition now were the three figures which prowled the space in front of him. 

				     Verner had spoken to the Swiss Government minister and had thought his prisoner would be moved but he had convinced his superiors to give him more time. It was Thursday afternoon now and still the prisoner sat in the interrogation room.

				     Verner looked at his weary captive. “Your friend has sold you out!” he said, “He’s told us everything, all about Colonel Sulaiman and Sirocco, and about everything you guys were doing down in the villa. You’ve got nowhere to go! You can sit there acting dumb but it isn’t gonna make any difference. We’ve got you now, and one of your friends!”

				     The words poured from Verner’s mouth with a ferociousness and tenacity and he was a man transformed; the sympathetic and patient tones he had displayed earlier were now completely absent in his singular focus to get the information that he needed.

				     “I’ll make him talk,” said one of Verner’s agents as he stepped forward towards the prisoner and hit him square in the face with such force it knocked him backwards onto the floor whilst still tied to the chair. The agent had punched him with such power, leaning in with his full body weight, that he hurt his fist and he shook it in an attempt to relieve the pain. 

				     “No, No. None of that,” ordered Verner, “pick him up!” The two agents picked up the prisoner and chair in one and sat him up. Blood streamed from his nose and his bottom lip and he reeled with the pain and shock, which shot through his body to the sensory receptors in his brain.

				     The tired prisoner sat slumped in his seat. His head was tilted forward and his hair drooped over his face. All he could hear now was the ringing of voices echoing around his eardrum but they had long since become too distant and monotonous for him to understand despite the proximity of the feral mouths which made them. He arched his neck and lifted his head upwards to look directly at Verner who had removed his suit jacket and was looking at his watch, the seconds ticking by as if counting down the time the prisoner had left in which to reply. 

				     Verner focussed on the prisoner who was sat before him, and his eyes were lit up with an intent which had gone unnoticed by Sulaiman’s henchman whose eyes had barely left the floor since he had been dragged into the room many hours earlier.

				     “Do you see the size of this room? How big would you say this is? It can’t be more than about ten foot across, maybe twelve foot wide. It might seem bigger sitting there in that little chair, but this is gonna be it for you, for the rest of your life. Locked up in a cell, ten by twelve!” Verner was growing tired of repeating the same empty threats and inside he had already made the decision of what to do to get the man to talk.

				     The two agents stood in the background, one either side of the condemned terrorist, and they took the lead from their superior. Verner asked the questions, they were the pressure, the intimidating presence intended to unsettle the already frightened and confused prisoner. That was what he had instructed and that was what they were to do. As Verner spoke, manipulating the prisoner’s thoughts and limiting carefully the information he was allowed, the two agents ensured that their captive’s concentration didn’t lapse and made certain he was focussed entirely on the questions that were put to him. Verner asked the prisoner again about the whereabouts of Sirocco but again he received no reply.

				     Verner sat down in the chair opposite the young Iraqi and looked around at the other agents conspiratorially and then back to the prisoner. He looked weak now, his face pale and tired, but his appearance was misleading. His allegiance to Sulaiman and to their cause was buried deep and he was not going to give it up easily but it wasn’t just his dedication to the cause that Sulaiman had brainwashed into him that kept his silence but more the fear of Sulaiman himself. 

				     Verner was all too aware of Sulaiman’s reputation as a vicious tyrant and a ruthless killer but more importantly he knew that the prisoner knew this too, and that it would be playing on his mind.

				     Dedication and devotion to a belief or an ideology could be strong but it would only ever be as strong as the man who held it, and men were not without their weaknesses. No man was. Everyman had his breaking point no matter how hard he tried or how strong he considered his beliefs to be and it was just a matter of finding it, of going one step further to expose it and then maximising it.  

				     Their prisoner may or may not have known the whereabouts of Sirocco but Verner was going to make sure they knew one way or another everything that he did know. If they were to get him to talk they had to make him know that they would not stop. Meaningless beatings and physical violence could be withstood but the prospect of escalation without limit or end played not on the body but on the strength of the mind. And the mind could be broken.

				     As Verner sat in the chair, the two agents left the room. It was late into the evening now and outside the building the town was at play. The bars and restaurants were full as people were laughing and enjoying themselves. It was a Thursday night, the weekend was just a matter of hours away, and the festivities of Christmas were only weeks around the corner. Wine flowed and people laughed but the merriment of the town outside could not have been more at odds with the cold and merciless air that overcame this small room no more than a few hundred yards away. 

				     The prisoner and Verner were the only people in the room now. Verner leaned in.

				     “I understand what you’re thinking. You think I don’t but I do,” he said, his voice carrying a reserved but unmistakable solemnity. “I know what you are trying to do. Why you won’t permit yourself to speak to me, but what you don’t understand is that it’s just a matter of time until you do.”

				     The prisoner looked up for the first time and his eyes met Verner’s.

				     “You will talk to me and tell me what you know because I can’t allow you not to. It is as simple as that. And the sooner you realise that the better it will be for you. What I need to know now is everything you know about Sirocco.”

				

				     With this last word, Verner got up from his seat and left the two agents to guard the prisoner. 

				     “I’ll be back soon to talk to you after I’ve spoken to your comrade,” Verner said calmly. “But this time we will both talk. It’ll be your last chance to help yourself so think about it very carefully.” 

				     As he left the room the prisoner looked up. It was an embryonic moment and for the first time Verner felt the chasm of silence that had existed between them ebb away and a window of opportunity surface. It seemed to him that there was a moment of understanding and that the prisoner was on the verge of breaking down and co-operating.

				     The two agents guarding the prisoner stood in front of him in total silence whilst Verner watched through the mirror from the adjacent room. Unbeknown to the prisoner, his room was wired for sound, recording everything that was said, and his every movement was captured on camera through the two-way mirror. After what seemed like an eternity to the prisoner, who had been left to sweat it out and contemplate his hopeless situation, the experienced Swiss interrogator returned to the room.

				     He looked instantly more open to talking and the separateness and the division that had stood between Verner and his prisoner had begun to wane, disappearing into the stagnant air of the interrogation room. In the space of an hour his will had visibly disintegrated and his eyes could not hide his conflicted emotions within. He wanted to hold out but he realised that there was only so far he could do that. 

				     Verner ordered his two agents to leave the room and then he sat down in a chair alone with the prisoner. “I have just been speaking with your friend and he has been very helpful,” he said matter-of-factly, looking across the table. “He wants to negotiate a deal to save himself from a long prison sentence. He said that you were very close to Colonel Sulaiman and that you were an important part of the Colonel’s operation. I will get all the information I need from him and so I will have no reason to keep you here as you have nothing to say to me. Tomorrow morning you will be transferred to a prison where you will wait to stand trial on charges of terrorism and murder and then there will be no going back. All you will have to look forward to is spending the rest of your life locked away.” Verner stood up to leave the room.

				     The terrorist captive watched Verner walk towards the door and he thought desperately how he could save himself. His time and options had clearly run out and he couldn’t hold out any longer.

				     “Wait!!” he cried before Verner had even reached the door, “If I help you, what happens to me?” 

				     “Well that all depends on you and how much you help me. I’m sure your friend will tell me everything that happened, and I mean everything, and then I won’t need you. Now is your last chance to tell me what you know. If you co-operate fully with me, I give you my word you’ll get special treatment. A short sentence, you’ll be free in a couple of years. It’s the only choice you have so I would be wise and take it.”

				     The prisoner paused for a moment, as if he was considering his decision like he had a choice in the matter, but his resolve had been broken.

				     “If you don’t help me…well that really isn’t an option,” Verner said, “Because when we are done with you we’ll tell the press you co-operated anyway and then you’ll have Sulaiman to deal with and it’s my guess you wouldn’t even be safe in prison. It’s a no win situation for you my friend.”

				     As tears welled in his eyes, he broke down and wept for his weakness. 

				     “Alright…okay, I’ll help you but the Colonel must never know. He’d kill me and my family if he found out.” 

				     Verner gave his word and instructed the man to start talking before he changed his mind and for the first time the tied and bound prisoner, who had withstood so much, suddenly looked like a small man. His head was bowed in defeat and he sat dwarfed by the rest of the room. He was no longer strong or defiant and he seemed somehow to be a shadow of the man they had hauled into the room only a few hours earlier. 

				     Verner sat down once more in front of his prisoner who looked up slowly, ready now to talk. 

				     Half an hour had passed and Verner listened attentively to his captive, whose words now spewed forth like an uncontrolled stream of consciousness. The first thing the prisoner gave up was his name. With the loyalty and dedication possessed only by the most highly trained soldiers, he had concealed even this piece of information for the most part of his captivity but there was no more sense in hiding it. 

				     As the hours rolled by, Ahmed revealed, piece-by-piece, all the information he had. His hands shook, as much with exhaustion as with fear, and all his guards and defences were down. Ahmed was defeated. He thought of Sulaiman and how he had betrayed him. He knew he would not be safe on the outside on his own now and his only chance of safety was to help Verner.

				     “You say that you were only Sulaiman’s driver,” Verner inquired, using a stern but measured approach, “so tell me again all of the places you drove the Colonel to.”

				     “I’ve told you twenty times,” Ahmed said angrily, “I drove him to a café in Geneva and another one in Montreux. That was all.”

				     “I need names Ahmed, where were these cafes exactly? You have to be precise otherwise I can’t help you.” Verner ensured he was strict and inflexible but not threatening. He had to make Ahmed feel like they were working together because if Ahmed felt he was being used, and there was no doubt that he was, but if he felt that he was being manipulated, he could have decided to seize up and take his chances and that was no good.

				     “So what exactly was the Colonel doing in Switzerland? You were a long way from home.”

				     “He was here on business…”

				     “On business!” Verner exclaimed, “What kind of business do you call this?”

				     “I don’t know, he didn’t tell me anything about what he was doing.”

				     “Well you must have some idea Ahmed. Come on you’re not stupid. What did you think he was doing?”

				     “I knew he was organising something, but he wouldn’t tell me what, I promise you. He just said that we had to protect him and we swore that with our lives.”

				     Ahmed was growing frustrated and frantic and Verner needed to calm him down if he was to get any useful information from him. 

				     “Okay, okay Ahmed, just think. Now were there any other places you drove him to. Anywhere?” Verner reasoned.

				     “Yes…yes. There was one other place. It was in Geneva. A small printing factory,” Ahmed said.

				     “That’s good, now what was it called?”

				     “It had some American sounding name. Printa-something. I can’t remember…”

				     “Think Ahmed. Try. Think, what was it called?”

				     “Printagroup, I think, I can’t remember. All those names sound the same to me.”

				     “Okay. So what did the Colonel do when he was there? Who did he meet?”

				     “I don’t know, I waited in the car. Look I told you, I was just the driver I don’t know anything else. That’s everything, I swear. I’m telling you the truth.”

				     Verner interrupted him, “We’ll take a break for a while Ahmed.”

				     Verner called in the two agents and instructed them to keep an eye on the prisoner and then he left the room.

				     “What do you think sir?” asked one of his agents who had been listening in to the recording of their conversation in an adjacent room.

				     “Look up all the printing companies in Geneva. It's nothing concrete but it’s all we have to go on.” The agent left.

				     Verner was disappointed by Ahmed’s lack of information. Sulaiman had been careful and had left little for them to follow; he had not even told his own men what they were doing. But more than just feeling disappointed, Verner felt something else. It had begun in the pit of his stomach but it was spreading. No interrogation was ever easy, but more than just feeling disappointed, he had begun to worry that their solitary lead would be a dead end and that he would have to start again from the beginning with the prisoner.

				     Verner was back in his office sipping a cup of coffee when the agent returned with the information he had requested. Ahmed was still sitting in the interrogation room. The agent opened the door tentatively as he could see Verner was deep in thought.

				     “Excuse me sir, I have the information you requested…”

				    “Good, leave it on the table.” He set it down on the edge of the table in front of Verner and left quietly closing the door behind him. 

				     Verner picked up the pages that his agent had left, his hands heavy and weary. A list of six printing factories in the Geneva area sat on the top and one of them caught his eye. Printagraphics. It was located on a small industrial estate on the outskirts of town, about twenty minutes away. Something about it just clicked as the sort of place Sulaiman would have gone to. There was nothing distinctive about it, well not on the page anyway, but Verner had a feeling he was on the right track. A little signal went off in his brain and he knew, and when he read the information the agent had tagged with it, his suspicions were confirmed.

				     It was run by a man called Manfred Weissman, thirty-eight years old and with a long history of criminal involvement and activities since he had entered the country twenty years earlier. His involvement and activities had probably not started on that fateful day either. Nothing violent was in his record, but neither was there anything that made him look innocent. Crimes against trust littered his file, fraud, counterfeiting, money laundering, duplicitous businesses. He had scammed, conned and stolen his way through the country, and probably all the way from Austria too, but he had done nothing that had come to the attention of the authorities for a few years. He had done his time and paid the price for his actions and to the casual eye he seemed to have gone straight. A reformed rogue, a conman who had lost his taste for it, or a thief who had lost his nerve, any one of these types could be him and he had certainly made all the effort for it to appear that way. 

				     People can change but there is always a core element to them that never leaves. What surrounds it can change and always does, that is part of life but life also dictates that there are certain things that we can’t avoid, and can’t escape. It is who were are, and Verner was not sold on this story of redemption and reformation. 

				     He pressed the buzzer on his phone and seconds later Agent Blocher entered the room. Karl had been Verner’s second-in-command during the raid in Montreux and he knew the situation best out of all of the Swiss agents. He was quick-witted and sharp on his feet and was the agent best prepared for what Verner had in store. He listened carefully as Verner explained about Weissman. If he had been dealing with Sulaiman then there were no limits to what he was capable of. 

				     As Verner told him what they would be doing, a lump of trepidation and anticipation rose in his throat. He tried to ignore it and focus on the details of the assignment but it wouldn’t let him. He listened as Verner laid it all down, the factory, Weissman, the Sulaiman connection. He took it all in and steadied himself. The following morning at daybreak they were going to Printagraphic and they were going to pay Weissman a visit. 

				

				Chapter Twenty-Six

				

				 Blocher got up at five thirty the next morning. He had gone home to get some rest before he and Verner went to Printagraphic to speak to Weissman. It was still dark when he got up and his wife and child were still soundly asleep as he went into the bathroom to shower. He showered and dressed, putting on a grey pair of pants and an olive shirt with no tie, and made himself a coffee to waken up. He stood in the kitchen as the water boiled and looked out of the window over his garden and up at the wispy grey clouds which were being blown hurriedly across the edge of the horizon. The ground was wet from overnight rain and the fallen leaves lay scattered over the lush green grass which had grown lengthy as it had not been tended to for some time. The air was still and windless.

				     When the water was ready he poured it into a large mug, filling it almost to the brim. He added two spoons of sugar and then took a lengthy sip. It was warm and reassuring and as he drank the caffeine down he could feel it instantly take effect and he felt brighter and more energetic within minutes. He finished his drink, put the cup in the sink and walked back to the bedroom. He tiptoed quietly through the room so as not to wake anyone over to his son’s cot and leaned in and kissed him goodbye. His son, Claude, was six months old and was lying sound asleep on his back, his tiny chest moving in and out as his lungs breathed. He pulled the covers up over his son to keep him warm and walked back into his bedroom, stopping to kiss his wife goodbye too, and then he left the house. 

				     The sun was starting to rise as he drove the three miles from his home to the Headquarters in the centre of Geneva and he could tell it was going to be a calm and beautiful day. At this time of winter the sun was low in the sky and he had to pull down the visor to keep it from shining directly into his eyes. He drove along the banks of the lake and pulled into the city, crossing the river, and then he drove straight up to the office building, parking his car in a side road round the back. 

				     Blocher walked into the offices to meet Verner but as he did so he couldn't stop the anxious thoughts that filled his mind. He had witnessed first hand the assault on Sulaiman’s villa and he knew that anyone associated with the deranged Colonel would be dangerous. He pressed the call button for the elevator and waited patiently in the lobby for it to come, his fingers restlessly fidgeting in his jacket pockets as the elevator made the journey down from the fourth floor. When it arrived he got in and pushed the button for the seventh floor where he exited and walked through to Verner’s office. It was half past six now and the office was quiet and empty. Verner was sat in his office already looking over the files on Printagraphic and Weissman, he had probably been there for a while, when Karl knocked on the door and walked in. 

				     “Morning sir,” he said.

				     “Morning Karl, how are you?”

				     “Good sir. A bit apprehensive though.”

				     “Don’t worry, that’s good. It wouldn’t be right of you weren’t. Come, sit down.”

				Karl sat down in the leather chair opposite the desk and crossed his legs. 

				     “What’s the plan then sir?”

				     “The plan is we are going to pay Weissman a visit.”

				Karl nodded and an anxious smile spread over his face.

				     “Now he may or may not even be there but I want you to be prepared no matter what. We are dealing with a career criminal here and he’s mixed up in some serious business so you have to be prepared for anything. This is a low-key affair. After the mess that Montreux became we can’t do this on the record, this is all unofficial, it’s just you and me. Do you understand what I am saying Karl?”

				     Blocher paused for a moment, “So there is no back up then, sir?”

				     “No. Just you and me on this, it has to be that way I'm afraid. This is strictly off the record so if you have any hold-ups I need to hear them now.”

				     “No sir, that’s fine.”

				     “Good. Now listen up. The factory opens at eight but we are going to go in at seven. We can’t tell for sure who is going to be there but the earlier we go the better and this should minimise the number of workers on the premises. We have to do this subtly and do it right. His involvement with Sulaiman could be completely innocuous. Or it may not, we’ll find out when we get there.”

				     “Yes sir, I understand.”

				     Verner took out his gun and checked the clip, and replaced it in the shoulder holster.

				     “This is just precautionary. I don’t think we’ll need it. He has no record of violence,” Verner said, turning to Blocher, “but you’d better check your weapon just in case.” 

				     Blocher did the same taking out his Colt 45 and checking the chamber of the six-shooter and then tucking it neatly into its holster. He then picked up three cases of shells, which he put in his pocket, and a few minutes later they were in the car and they were on their way.

				     Verner was driving and Karl was sat next to him, nervously checking his weapon again and again. It was only a few miles to the factory and Verner was taking it slowly hoping that the minutes on the road would help calm his anxious colleague.

				     “So how’s the family Karl?”

				     “They’re good, thank you sir,” he said, examining the chamber again. “Claude sleeps through until feeding time about seven.”

				     “That’s good, I guess that gives your wife a decent night’s sleep.” 

				     Karl laughed uneasily. He appreciated Verner’s attempts to distract him but there was only one thing on his mind, and that was what was in the factory ahead of them. It consumed his mind and excised any other thoughts.

				     “How old is the little one, he’s got to be nearly six months or so by now?”

				     “Yeah, it’ll be six months next week, sir.” 

				     Verner tried to keep his man talking but he could tell Karl’s thought were elsewhere. 

				     “Alright, when we get there, take it easy,” Verner said in his austere accent, “we just need to talk to this Weissman okay. Nothing more. Just follow my lead and keep your eyes open!”

				     Karl listened and took it in but he couldn’t help the worst-case scenarios that were running rampant in his head. He had loaded his weapon but couldn’t stop checking it, taking it out of the holster and opening the barrel time and time again, and each time he checked he felt himself more and more pumped up. Being a deskman and unaccustomed to working in the field, he felt somewhat exposed but his loyalty to Verner was unquestionable. He opened the window to let in some fresh morning air. As the cold, damp air rushed in and blew over his freshly-shaven face, the sun had not yet risen fully to thaw the overnight frost, he shuddered.

				     They drove along the main road out of the city leaving its safety and familiarity behind and made their way towards the industrial estate. They turned right off the main road into the small winding street of the estate and Verner slowed the car till they were no more than crawling along. The adjoining factories were empty and quiet, it was ten to seven, and only a handful of men could be seen going about their work. The factories were tall and grey, uniform in their lack of character or distinction, and were depressing buildings compared to the refined architecture of the city. They were buildings built for purpose not for appearance and this was reflected in their blandness. Made of grey and green iron sheets, they were bolted together haphazardly and had not been looked after, the rust around the edges and joins now threatening to take over the entire exterior banishing the lack of colour and replacing it with the metallic orange hue of dereliction. All of the windows of each building had bars or grills across to keep out unwanted trespassers. 

				     Karl felt the eyes of a dozen suspicious faces watching them as their car edged through the estate. Printagraphic was nowhere to be seen. Verner scoured the buildings as they passed by, looking for the names of the companies but it wasn’t 

				easy. Some had names, others didn’t, some had what used to be names but the letters had fallen by the wayside making it now almost impossible to decipher what remained. Verner did not even know if the names still applied to whatever company was currently occupying the room inside and it was obvious from the outside to even the most casual observer that the buildings had stood unchanged for a great many years. 

				     The car neared the end of the road and the row of warehouses when something caught Verner’s eye. The last building on the left, at the end of the row, was different. The lights were on inside, as they were in several of the buildings, meaning someone was in but what drew Verner’s attention were the vehicles outside. In the parking bays out the front sat a large white van and next to it a sleek and slender Mercedes sports car, both dwarfed by the two large and overflowing dumpsters which occupied the rest of the space, and they both seemed at odds with the rest of the estate. The van was large, and clean, and it had obviously not been used for the transportation of anything heavy or bulky. Its paintwork was pristine and undamaged and the only sign it had been on the road at all were the mud marks that streaked up the back and the sides from the wheels. The Mercedes was instantly out of place amongst the vans and trucks of the other factories, a symbol of wealth and money far removed from its current location, and it gave away a lot about its owner. 

				     “That’s it there,” Verner said, pointing to the last factory on the left. He stopped the car and turned the engine off and the two of them got out, Verner first followed by Blocher, and they walked up to the entrance. The large goods entrance was closed and shut, its large panelling dirty and covered with graffiti, so the two agents stopped outside the small entrance. It was two doors wide and closed and there were no windows so they couldn’t see inside. The paint was chipped and peeling off and Blocher stood staring at it as they waited.

				     Verner pressed the call button. Nothing happened so he pressed it again and this time a distant voice sounded through the intercom. 

				     “Yes?”

				     “Open up, Police. This is Inspector Schmitt and Detective Blocher, we need to speak to Mr Weissman.” Verner wanted to downplay their identity so as not to cause any undue panic.

				     The intercom stayed quiet for a minute and then the same voice replied over the feedback and static and the door unlocked. Verner pushed it open and they walked inside. The corridor was dark and cold and unusually quiet. The day’s work was obviously yet to start, if it was going to at all, and no one could be seen. They walked along the empty corridor, its colourless and barren walls punctuated only by a single door, and out into the main production floor. Large printing machines stood lifeless in the cavernous room, idly wasting space and time, and the sides were stacked with unused supplies of paint, ink and paper. Verner could tell that the warehouse had not been used in its printing capacity properly for some time and his guard was immediately up. 

				

				     He walked over to one of the machines and looked inside, it was empty, no ink, no paper, and it was dirt dry. He went over to the next one, signalling to Karl to stay where he was, and climbed up a couple of steps to look inside its mass of cogs and machinery. Inside it too was empty but as Verner ran his finger along one of the print heads he could feel it was wet and warm and he could tell it had been used recently. He holstered his weapon and leaned inside and could see, caught up amongst the gears and mechanisms, the unmistakable sight of a US ten dollar bill. He leaned over and tugged on it but it was jammed fast and would not give, as if someone had hurriedly pulled the paper out of the machine and this was what got caught and left behind. He reached over and pushed his arm under the still-hot pistons of the arms of the stamp and tugged inside until a part of the paper came off. The ink on it was still wet and the dollar insignia smudged under his fingers as he held it in his hand. Mr Weissman had most definitely not foregone his wayward ways. Verner folded the torn note over and put it in his pocket and stepped down from the machine to rejoin Karl.

				     A light was on in a room at the end and Karl led the way forward towards it and his fingers rested twitchily on the gun under his left arm as they approached. They could hear someone inside but could not see them. 

				     “Just take it easy Karl, okay,” Verner offered. “Mr Weissman, we would like to speak to you sir. Come out please?”

				     A man then emerged from the room. He had a pair of blue jeans on and a vest on top and his hair and face was wet from recently shaving. He was carrying a towel in his hand.

				     “Yes, I am Mr Weissman. What can I do for you?” Weissman spoke slowly but reservedly and Verner instinctively did not trust him. 

				     “Mr Weissman, put the towel down and put your hands on your head please!” Verner ordered, but Weissman did not listen and he kept walking towards the two agents, his hands still covered by the drooping towel.

				     “You say you are the police? Let me see some identification then,” he asked, and his voice barely disguised his contempt for the two men standing in front of him.  He pulled his right hand out from under the towel and wiped the remaining shaving foam off of his face. “Show me some identification!” he said again. 

				     Verner kept his eyes focussed keenly on Weissman’s hands and told Karl to take out his identification, which he did, slowly pulling it out of his coat pocket and holding it for Weissman to see. Verner never took his eyes off Weissman and his gun was trained on his body the whole time.

				    “Now put the towel down slowly,” Verner ordered again but still Weissman ignored him and he still kept walking forward.

				     Verner shouted for him to stop but he wouldn’t, inching closer and closer until he was only a couple of yards away and only then did he drop the towel. His hands were clear and empty and as the towel fell to the ground Weissman laughed.

				     “You cops are very jumpy aren’t you?”

				     “Don’t move!” Verner barked and the smile vanished from Weissman’s face as his gaze turned to the elder of the two agents, “so you think you’re a funny man? Put your hands on your head and turn around.”

				     Weissman did as he was told, and Verner walked up behind him and pushed him against the side of the nearest machine, kicking his legs apart and searching him for weapons but he was clean. He turned him around and shoved him down into the small wiry chair next to them.

				     “You are in a lot of trouble here Weissman, and with your record you are looking at some serious time.”

				     “Okay, okay, take it easy I haven’t done anything!” Weissman wrestled unnervingly in the chair and his head shifted from side as if he was looking for something.

				     “Shut up, I’ll tell you when to talk. So if you haven't done anything, would you mind telling us what this is?” Verner said, pulling the tattered note from his pocket.

				     “Look, it’s nothing big. I just print out some notes when I need to, there’s no need for guns. I’m just a small timer.”

				     “Small timer!” Karl exclaimed incredulously and was instantly met with an icy glare from Weissman, “Not anymore you’re not, you’ve just moved into the big league my friend, and what with your record, you’re looking a some big time to go with it!”

				     “Making a few notes is not big time, you’ve got me all wrong,” Weissman said standing up out of it his chair but Verner pushed him back down.

				     “I said don’t move! It may not be a big deal to you but counterfeiting is a serious crime Mr Weissman, and whether you realise it or not you are in serious trouble here. Now I’m going to show you a picture of a man and I want you to tell me all you know about him.” Verner took out a photo of Sulaiman and held it in front of Weissman for him to look at. His eyes rolled over the photo for a long time and he looked up at the two agents and then back to the photo. He thought very carefully for a moment before replying.

				     “Mr Hassan? This is Mr Hassan, what do you want with him?”

				     “I’ll ask the questions here, just tell me why he came to you?”

				     “Look, it was no big deal,” Weissman offered, squirming in his seat, “he said he needed someone to make him an American passport and social security card, that was all. He came to me and I did it for him.”

				     “When was this?”

				     “About a month ago or so, I don’t really recall…”

				     “Mr Weissman, I am beginning to tire of you, now you had better start recalling pretty damn quick!”

				     “Okay, okay, okay…he came to me and asked for these things, I made them for him and he paid me and then left that was all. I had never seen him before and I never heard from him again. I have made copies if you want to see them?”

				     “Where?”

				     “Over there, underneath the guillotine” Karl walked over and tried to lift the guillotine but it was heavy and he struggled to move it. He put his gun back in its holster and tried the guillotine again with both hands this time and it budged a few inches. Verner and Weissman looked on but only one of them was watching Karl. Weissman’s eyes were focussed on somewhere else entirely.

				     Karl stained as he tried to move the weight. He lifted it slightly and pushed it over with his hip, putting his whole body behind it, but as he did so a flash of movement caught Verner’s eye and he turned to see a shape prowling across one of the walkways up by the roof. Silhouetted against the small windows which ran around the top of the building for sunlight and ventilation was the shape of a man but before Verner could warn Karl two gunshots ricocheted out through the warehouse. Verner dropped to the floor and Karl did too, dropping the guillotine back down after his efforts to move it, but as they lay on the floor looking for cover Weissman got to his feet. He ran across the floor space, jumping over Verner and Karl, and ran towards the door. The figure in the shadows, positioned like a sniper in his vantage point over the entire floor, continued to fire and gunshots rang out, pinning the two agents to the ground but Karl jumped to his feet and gave pursuit to Weissman. 

				     Verner saw his eager colleague and called out, but it was too late and Karl was off, running across the warehouse. Weissman had a ten-yard head start but Karl had closed him down quickly and he leapt on top of his fleeing adversary, knocking him flying. Karl got up and pushed Weissman over preventing him from getting away but as he stood up to handcuff him another gunshot rang out. It was just a single shot this time but that was all that was needed. The bullet struck Karl in the back and flew out of his chest at the front sending blood spurting out into the air and over Weissman. He clutched at his chest as he fell forward onto his knees, hitting the floor inches from Weissman. 

				     Verner looked up and took aim and let off two shots, the first of which fired straight through one of the ringed windows at the top of the warehouse but the second found its target and struck the shooter dead. He looked over to Weissman who was looking straight back at him. The two looked at each other for a moment, equals for a split second in the exchange of bullets and the loss of life, and then Weissman got up to his feet again. He knocked over a table as he staggered towards the door, frantically trying to escape but Verner was not going to let him get away. He clambered to his feet and gave chase, running across the warehouse floor and stopping to check on Karl who looked badly wounded, blood draining out of his body and pooling up on the ground around him. 

				     “Don’t worry about me, just get the bastard!” Blocher stammered.

				     Verner left him and went after Weissman, kicking open the door that Weissman had just burst through and looking across the room but he couldn’t see him. It was full with stacked up chairs and tables and old and disused machinery but nothing else. There was nothing moving and the hulking metal machines didn’t conceal anyone. 

				     Verner stopped and stood still and listened carefully. It was quiet and he couldn’t hear anything but just when he thought Weissman had got away, he suddenly heard the sound of a door opening to his right and he rushed towards it. Down a long corridor he ran, his arms scrambling at his side as he willed his ageing body on, he rounded the corner to see Weissman at the end pushing open a fire escape. The door at the end opened and a brilliant ray of sunlight burst in, blinding Verner for an instant, and whilst facing into this light he aimed his gun and fired. Two, three, four times he pulled the trigger, firing along the corridor at the blacked-out shape at the end. And then it was silent. 

				     The door at the end swung open as a gust of wind outside caught it and Verner slowly stepped along the corridor, his eyes adjusting to the sunlight from outside as he approached the warmth and brightness which seemed to draw him in. The door was now swinging back and forth but something was in its way preventing it from closing and when Verner got to it he could see it was Weissman. His body lay on the ground and the door was swinging and banging into his shoulder as it tried to close. One of the shots Verner had fired had caught him in the leg and the other had struck him in the neck and he lay on the floor, stretched partly over the concrete floor of the warehouse and partly over the dirt and gravel outside. Blood was running from the wounds to his leg and neck and Verner could tell he wasn’t breathing but he bent down and looked for a pulse anyway. There was none. 

				     He looked out briefly into the street but didn’t see anyone. He then checked again for a pulse but he couldn’t find one. Weissman was dead. 

				     He retraced his steps back to the main hall of the warehouse and went to Karl but he feared the worst. The bullet had struck him in the chest and he had gone down instantly and Verner could see the horrendous wound his friend had sustained. Karl lay face down in a pool of his own blood and Verner rolled him over but it was too late. His eyes were wide open and blood was still running from his mouth and out of his lifeless body. He bent down and closed Karl’s eyes.

				     Verner shook his head at the waste of yet another life and he struggled with himself. It had been his decision to involve Karl and it had been his decision to bring him along that morning, without informing the department or bringing in any backup, and it had been these decisions that had led to Karl’s murder. There was no other way to look at it. 

				     As these thoughts filled Verner’s mind he stepped up and walked over to the guillotine Karl had moved. He pushed his hand into the hole below where the machine had stood and fumbled around underneath until his fingers found something. It felt hard like a piece of metal, but it was thin and it bent under his strength as he pulled it out. In his hands he held copies of the passport and social security card Weissman had made for Sulaiman. 

				     Clean and fresh, the quality of Weissman’s work in forging the passport and social security card was some of the best he had ever seen and would fool even the most trained eyes. Verner had seen enough counterfeiters over the years in his line of work, in Switzerland and Geneva especially, to know that this was quality work. Above the address and the date of birth was the name Sulaiman had requested, the name Sabina was using in the United States and it was the name Verner hoped would enable Jack to catch her. It read ‘Jane Beckett’ and it would be the vital piece of the puzzle that would eventually lead Jack to apprehending Sabina Talib. 

				

				Chapter Twenty-Seven

				

				     Verner stood outside the warehouse in the rain and called for an ambulance and police back up. He then informed his office of Blocher’s death, explaining over a crackling phone line that an agent had been gunned down in the line of duty. Before they arrived he searched the rest of the building but it was empty. The collection of staff and office rooms to the rear of the warehouse were abandoned and unused and there was no one else lurking unnoticed, no one was hiding and waiting to make their escape, and so Verner walked back to the front of the building to wait. 

				     A small group had begun to form outside as the gunshots had attracted attention and the word had spread rapidly through the men who were turning up for work. They stood in the road looking at the building and at Verner’s ominous figure in front of it, and tried to understand what was going on. Their hushed tones and whispered words were passed from one man to the next until Verner had no option other than to exercise his authority and move them on their way. As he did this a police car with sirens wailing screeched to a halt close by. Verner identified himself to the two police officers that got out of the car and instructed them to keep the public away as there was an ambulance on its way and he had a dead colleague inside the building and another fatality round the back.

				     The ambulance arrived just short of ten minutes later, pronouncing both Weissman and Blocher dead at the scene, and then the Intelligence officials arrived swiftly afterwards. The warehouse was promptly sealed off and the onlookers removed as the required photographs were taken and evidence at the scene documented before the bodies were removed. Karl and Weissman were laid out in the back of the same ambulance next to one another and it seemed to be a grossly disrespectful and unjust treatment of the agent who had given his life, but there was nothing Verner could do.

				     He stood and watched them loading Karl’s body into the ambulance, the jet-black body bag zipped tight as drops of rain danced across its surface. Verner got back into his car and looked at the ambulance, watching as the medics tied the straps around the bodies and secured them into position. He pulled the passport and social security card out of his pocket and looked at them, hoping to god that the name inscribed on them would help Jack to stop the bomber, and he then looked back at the warehouse. The rain was beating down hard now, thundering onto the car’s roof and windshield, and the Intelligence agents were going about their business in the downpour, clearing up the scene as quickly as they could before word got out and the press turned up. The factory was rented by Weissman and there were no current listed employees so it was a shut-and-closed case. He had no family, or relatives, and that was the end of it, as far as Verner was concerned. 

				     Verner put the forged documents back into his pocket and started the engine. He drove through the splattering of vehicles that had pulled up outside and through the few remaining onlookers who were trying to get a glimpse of something, of what they did not know. He pulled out of the estate onto the main roads once more and drove back to the city. When he got there the news had already begun to trickle through that Karl had been shot and killed and Verner could see the shocked and puzzled faces as he made his way to his office. People stood aghast in disbelief but no one approached him as he walked through the now hectic throng of people.

				     Once safely ensconced inside his office he sat down at his desk and dialled Jack’s Langley number. The phone rang a couple of times before Don Coyne answered, confusing Verner momentarily but he relayed the information about his discoveries in the warehouse to Don. He explained about the social security card and passport he had uncovered, and that Sabina was using the alias of Jane Beckett, and said he would email over photos of them to Langley. The call was short and to the point, Verner wasn’t in the mood for superfluous conversation, and as soon as he hung up he sent over the images. Don received the email almost instantly and opened it up; the pictures were crystal clear and straight away he called Jack in Los Angeles. 

				     “Jack, it’s Don, listen up pal I have some real good news for you at last.”

				     “It’s about time, I could sure use some…” Don could hear Jack on the other end of the line admonishing those around him to hush down so he could hear. “…Go ahead Don!”

				     “Schmitt just called from Geneva for you, he was following up a lead there. He has found a printer who had been working for Sulaiman. Sabina has a fake passport and social security card in the name of Jane Beckett, Jack! I’ve emailed over photographs of both so you should be able to open them any minute now.”

				    Jack turned back to his laptop and opened up the file Don had sent. He looked at the photos carefully, turning the screen round so Roy who was sat in the room with him could also see, and he focussed in on every detail looking for anything they could use.

				     “Terrific, that’s just what we need, Don. Tell Verner I owe him one, he’s saved our ass out here…”

				     “Jack, there’s something else you should know. One of Verner’s agents got killed chasing this lead. He was shot apprehending the suspect and died at the scene.”        

				     Jack was silent for a moment, digesting the news. He thought back to the assault in Montreux and everything Verner had done for him, and in particular he thought of their last conversation. Verner had gone above and beyond his duties as an agent and as a friend and Jack couldn’t be more thankful for them. He knew what Verner had done and what it had cost him, not just the life of one of his agents, but he knew Verner had been operating outside of his jurisdiction and he was only too well aware of the implications of that. He knew what Verner had risked to get this information and he couldn’t have been more thankful to his old friend. 

				     “Thanks Don,” Jack said solemnly, “Tell him I’ll be in touch.” He put the phone down and turned to Roy who was waiting patiently for Jack to bring him up to speed. They had been planning their next move and what they should do next and this information could not have come at a better time. Jack told Roy everything Don had just said and they immediately set to work. Jack had been putting together a plan to lure Sabina out from hiding in the hope they could catch her that way. The raid on the T.M.I. offices in New York had turned up precious little information, Sabina and Sulaiman had covered their tracks too well, but the one piece of information they did have now was a name for her and so they had much more of a chance of tracking her down. If she found out that Sulaiman was dead, which she was bound to sooner or later, she could try and communicate with her superiors, exposing herself more and then they would have her.

				     “Right, this is what we need to do. Don, I want you to get the pictures of Sabina to all of our offices, coast to coast, they already have them but I want them to be wide awake and on the ball. And get Sabina’s alias to every law enforcer on the west coast. I don’t care if he’s the local sheriff or a god damned park ranger. If he has a badge I want him to be looking for her. And then get on to the casinos and hotels in Vegas.” Jack was now speaking with a resolve in his voice that spurred Don and the rest of the team in L.A. on. “Get her picture plastered across every security room in the whole of Nevada. If Vegas is where she is going, as soon as she shows up I want every officer with a gun to be ready!” 

				     Before Jack had even finished the team had sprung into life and men dashed off, picking up their phones and speaking frantically into them to get the word out. As they spread the word, the net was cast and Jack hoped it would only be a matter of time before they could reel it in with the bomber in tow.

				     Jack picked up the phone again and called Coyne back at Langley. “Now listen, Don, I need you to get onto the airlines for me,” he said, “Check under the name Jane Beckett and find out where she flew to. We know she was in Miami within the last five days so find out where she went to.” Jack was in full flow now and not even a reinforced steel wall could stop him. “Call me back as soon as you know!”

				     He turned back to Roy, who was still looking at the images on the screen. They knew her name, they knew what she looked like, and in a couple of hours they would know what city she was in. 

				     “You know what Roy, we have done enough waiting. I think we should go to Vegas. We know what cities she’s going to hit, the bitch likes to gamble after all, and I think we should be there waiting for her, my gut tells me that’s where we’ll catch her.”

				     “I don’t know Jack, we haven’t even been here a day yet, they could turn up something…”

				     “No,” Jack said dismissively, “she’s been here already, and she ain’t coming back. If they find anything they can let us know but we should be in Vegas, we should be one step ahead of her this time! Once she plants the bombs she doesn’t hang around, she gets straight out of town, that’s why she’s been ahead of us all this time. My money says she headed for L.A., then San Francisco, and she’s had time to hit both of them. Vegas is next on her list, if she’s not there already she soon will be. That’s why we should go there now.” 

				     Roy was apprehensive at first, and thought going to Vegas on a hunch was a risky idea especially as they had no firm evidence Sabina was going to be there, but he agreed it was their best shot. He and Jack gathered all their files and left straight away to catch the next flight to Vegas. They were closing in on Sabina finally and Jack knew it; it lit a fire in him that spurred him on and the best thing was that Sabina had no idea. She would be going about her mission none the wiser exposing herself to capture and that could just give Jack and Roy the upper hand. 

				     

				     It was quarter to nine on Friday evening and Flight 73 from L.A. to Vegas had been airborne for almost an hour and soon would be landing. Jack and Roy had left the LAPD on stand-by and with the express instruction to inform them as soon as possible of any developments. 

				     They were looking for possible targets in Las Vegas but there were too many to narrow it down to a manageable number they could keep under surveillance. The last two bombs had been planted in banks but there was no reason to assume that Sabina would continue to operate like that. Banks were part of the establishment and were pillars of strength, institutions that the population could have faith in and could rely on. They represented the country, its prosperity and the people yet they had been chosen not just because of their function but for their location and to maximize the damage caused. The bank in Washington was chosen for its proximity to the White House and the bomb in Miami had been placed in the busiest and most densely populated part of town but in a city like Vegas that could be anywhere. It was a city founded on hotels and casinos where the streets were filled twenty-four seven with tourists and lifelong gamblers and prostitutes touting their wares. Vegas was a law unto itself, a city where anything goes, the national destination for hedonists seeking refuge from the constraints of everyday life, and so almost anywhere in the city could be a target. The city itself was the target. 

				     It was impossible for Jack to predict were Sabina would strike and he had to hold out on a bit of luck coming his way. But many miles away from the city of sin, and despite all of Jack and Roy’s and Verner’s efforts, Sabina was taking things into her own hands. 

				     At around quarter to six, Pacific Time, Sabina was stood on North Beach in San Francisco looking out into the bay. To her east was the Bay Bridge and on the other side of the water she could see Oakland’s Inner Harbour, and to her west was the ominous sight of the Golden Gate Bridge. It’s hulking red metal construction stretched into the sky and wisps of white cloud floated by its uppermost reaches giving it an almost spectral appearance. 

				     Sabina stood gazing out over the listless water contemplating what she had to do. She had just left a café on the edge of Chinatown where the news reports were still occupied by the explosions in Washington and Miami. The President was said to have been moved to a ‘secure’ location but no statements had at that time been made about who was carrying out the attacks. This had left the media to devise their own reports and draw their own conclusions and they had run rampart with this free reign. Names from all over the Middle East were mentioned, and all sorts of reasons given, but nothing amounted to more than speculation. 

				     She was halfway though her mission now and as she stood on the sun-drenched west coast, thoughts of her past engulfed her. She wanted to complete the mission, fuelled not just by the hate that consumed Sulaiman but also by the thrill of the act itself. The risks and pay-off were why she did it. A confused urge for revenge for her father’s death served as the initial catalyst, and was an easy emotional self-justification, but it was carrying out the attacks themselves that was the real reason. The power and the bloodshed were like a drug to her, and once she had tasted it, her thirst and desire for more was unquenchable. 

				     She stood on the banks and looked out over the Bay. The water was choppy and looked cold but Sabina was mesmerised by it. She ached to be out there on it, hidden amongst the waves and lost in its anonymity, free to live her life but she knew that he couldn’t. She had come too far now and she had to complete her mission. Sulaiman would not allow her to do anything else.

				     She took one last look at the ocean in front of her and then walked back to her car. She got in and pulled out of the car park, turning back towards the city and looking for somewhere to plant her bomb. 

				     She drove west along the northern most tip of the city, past the Anchorage Shopping Centre and Aquatic Park and then turned right down Columbus Avenue and through Washington Square into Chinatown. The streets were busy with people, excitedly looking forward to the weekend, and she couldn’t see anywhere. It was all restaurants and shops but no municipal buildings. She had to find somewhere that was open to large numbers of people but that was also public. It had to be a public building. The bombs were to attack the nation and the government, not private companies or groups of disparate people. Ethnicity was not the issue, nationality was.   

				    She continued southward through the city, looping round the streets searching for a suitable target in a sort of homicidal spiral, circling her prey until the time to strike was just right. And then she spotted it. On her left had side was the perfect place, public and open, yet at the same time secluded and concealed. 

				     She continued down Turk Street and turned around, doubling back on herself along the adjacent Golden Gate Avenue, retracing her tracks back to where she had been. She pulled up by the Post Office just off Jefferson Square. It was an ideal place to plant her bomb, open and next to a busy public square in the heart of the city, but at the same time secluded, making it all the easier for her to plant the device. She turned into the parking lot which was placed between the two parallel streets. It was large and busy with barely a bay free and she pulled up at the end closest to her target. She could hear the traffic roaring by on either side and she sat in her seat, watching the area for a moment, surveying its suitability. People walked through, getting back into their vehicles and driving off, whilst others used the lot as a cut through from Turk Street to the neighbouring avenue. As a target it was faultless. 

				     The Post Office itself was a large building, distinctly older than some of the edifices around, and a remnant of years past. It would be busy during the day and the lot would ensure that there would be no shortage of human targets in the vicinity when the bomb detonated. 

				     Sabina leaned over to the passenger seat, moving her flight bag onto the floor, and pulled back the rug that covered the bomb, watching carefully for any passers by. She primed the detonator charge and set it for sixty-five hours time. The bomb would explode just before eleven am on Monday morning when the parking lot would be at its busiest. 

				     Taking one last look around, she picked up the small sports bag containing the bomb and got out of the car.

				     She walked the twenty yards or so through the lot acting as confident and nonchalant as anyone, her baseball cap pulled down low over her head. She stopped just outside the post office. Its doors were closed and the lights off inside but it would be anything but deserted come Monday morning. Surrounding the building ran a border of plants and shrubs, well cared for and manicured, but dense and concealing and this was where Sabina placed the explosive. 

				     She stood by the bushes. They reached up to her midriff and were too dense to see through, carefully tended to and sustained through the autumn and winter months. But it was the end of the week, a Friday evening, and no one would be tending to them over the next few days for sure. Nobody would be working the weekend. She leaned back against them and lifted the bag up to just above her waist and then leaned round and causally dropped it. It fell a little way but the handle got caught on a small branch and the bag hung exposed a couple of feet from the ground. She turned round and reached over the bush and untangled it, placing it down into position well hidden from view, but as she did so she heard a voice behind her.

				     “Hey lady, are you alright there?” 

				     She turned to see a young man standing only a few feet away smiling at her. Long locks of reddish brown hair swirled about his face and rested on the soft collar of his garishly coloured shirt, thick blue and green stripes, which swept around his thick and muscular neck. He wore long baggy blue jeans that were worn at the bottom from where they scuffed the ground and he carried a skateboard in his left arm. He was arching his neck trying to look round Sabina and see what she was doing. “Did you drop something?”

				     “Yeah, I just dropped my keys, but I’ve found them.” Sabina flicked her hair and she smiled flirtatiously at the young guy. She stepped forward towards him and distracted his attention from the bush. “What are you doing here? Do you always hit on single women in parking lots, is that your thing?”

				     “Hitting on…? Look lady I was just seeing if you were alright,” he said defensively, “you looked like you could have used some help, I dunno.”

				     Sabina looked at the guy, who shuffled uncomfortably and fidgeted with his board.      “Well if you are so keen to help, there is something you could help me with.” 

				     “Sure lady.”

				     Sabina led the guy across the parking lot to her car and walked round the back of it to open the trunk. 

				     “I need to give this case to my sister, that’s who I’m waiting for, but it’s too heavy for me to get out of the trunk, do you think you could lift it for me?”

				     The man put down his skateboard and looked into the trunk but all he could see was a small bag.

				     “What, this?” he said incredulously pointing at it.

				     “Yeah, it’s too heavy for me.”

				     The guy smiled and leaned into the trunk, grabbing the bag with both hands. But as he did so Sabina stepped back and looked around the parking lot, it was empty and there was no one else in sight, and then she pulled out a Browning 9mm tucked under her belt and pressed it against the back of the man’s head. The silencer was attached and so there was no noise when she pulled the trigger except for a small splash as blood and sinew sprayed over the inside of the car. 

				     The young man’s body fell partly into the trunk and Sabina helped it along, picking up his legs and tumbling them in, his lifeless body still warm but now missing that vital beat of life that had brought him into that position in the first place. The bullet had gone straight in and out, leaving a small entrance and exit wound on the front and back of his head from which blood was now flowing. Sabina rolled his body over so he was resting on his front, his back and neck contorted under the weight of his body and then she picked up his skateboard and threw it on top. His youthful life had been mercilessly cut short but Sabina had no concerns for this, all she cared about was protecting herself and the bomb. Her bag, and more to the point the bomb concealed within it, was now in place and hidden from view and no one would see it or even be aware of it until it detonated two and a half days later.

				     She threw the gun into the trunk and slammed it closed, and then she got back into the driver’s seat. Looking in the rear-view mirror she could see that her face was splattered with the man’s blood. She looked at herself for a moment, the red speckles dotted across her perfect and blemishless skin like red petals floating across water, and then she wiped them off, creating a red streak across her cheek that took several wipes to clear. 

				     Unperturbed by her close call, she started the engine just as an old woman walked past the front of the car. She was short and slight and had probably been in the parking lot the whole time, her tiny and diminutive frame too short to show over the top of the rows of parked cars but she hadn’t heard or seen anything. Sabina watched as the old lady smiled and tried to raise her hand to wave, but the frailty of her elderly years prevented her from doing so and the onset of senility, unmistakably visible through the deluded half smile on her face, withheld her awareness of her limitations. 

				     As soon as she was out of the way, Sabina pulled out of her space and drove off, heading straight through the city to the freeway and then south to the airport. 

				     She drove with care, staying well within the speed limit, and kept a wary eye open for police patrols as she drove along the highway. She was alive with the buzz of a kill and the adrenaline was surging through her veins now. She checked her watch, twenty past six, and she was excited that she would soon be on her way to Las Vegas. 

				     She pulled into the airport off the freeway and walked into the terminal, leaving the car and the contents of its trunk in a long-term car park with no intention of ever coming back to it. She walked up to the counter and requested a single to Vegas. The impeccably coiffured check-in assistant took the details and pushed the necessary buttons on her computer, her long and manicured nails tapping away at the keys as she did so. Sabina paid for the fare in cash and collected her ticket from the woman and then walked fearlessly into the departure lounge. 

				

				Chapter Twenty-Eight

				

				     Jack and Roy’s flight had landed around nine o’clock on Friday evening and they were being driven to the CIA offices in Las Vegas when Don Coyne called Jack on his cell.

				     “Jack, it’s Don. I’ve got that information you asked for. Sabina Talib bought a first class one way ticket from Miami to L.A. on Wednesday with Delta Air Lines.”

				     “That’s great, is there any record of where she went on to from there, San Francisco or Vegas or anywhere?”

				     “No, I’m afraid not Jack, that was the only flight registered in her name, but there was something else. A nurse was murdered yesterday morning in her apartment just off Sunset Strip. She was shot twice from close range and get this, the killer used a 9mm, and with a silencer too ‘cos her neighbours didn’t hear a damned thing. The poor girl lay there in her apartment until someone from the hospital called and reported her missing when she didn’t turn up for her shift. It doesn’t look like your usual lowlifes Jack, that’s for sure.”

				     “More like a professional hit, huh?”

				     “Exactly.”

				     “And you think it could have been Sabina?” Jack asked

				     “We know it was,” Don replied assuredly, “her prints were all over the place, but it looks like what ever happened wasn’t part of her plan because she left the place in a real hurry.”

				     “You mean you think she was disturbed by someone?”

				     “Well we don’t know for sure, nobody saw anything and she didn’t leave anything behind, but she didn’t make any effort to cover up after herself either.” 

				     Jack paused and thought for a moment, “Why the hell would you kill a nurse?” he said quietly. “Were there any signs of a struggle, Don?”

				     “No, none at all, that’s what doesn’t make sense. It was a clean shot, I doubt the victim even knew anything about it.”

				     Jack thought to himself for a minute, trying to figure out what would cause Sabina to commit such a careless murder. Everything she had done had been so meticulously planned and carried out with precision that a random murder, leaving a dead woman in her apartment and her prints all over the place, just didn’t fit right. 

				     “Well why did she do it, was she working with Sabina, are there any signs that she was a part of the bombings as well? Could it be that there was a little power struggle going on or something?”

				     “I don’t think so. That’s what I thought initially, so I asked around and get this, the Chinese restaurant on the corner from her apartment said she was a regular customer and that that night she placed an order for two. And a barman up the street says he saw two women matching their descriptions drinking together that night.”

				     “So what, Roy? That doesn’t tell us anything.”

				     “No it doesn’t, but where they were drinking does. They were seen in a gay bar on Sunset, and judging from the barman they were really hitting it off.”

				     “So it looks like a one-night stand that went sour?”

				     “It could be, yeah.”

				     “Jesus!” Jack exclaimed, “This bitch is full of surprises. What was the victim’s name?”

				     “Jacqueline MacDonald. Age thirty-four, from Austin, Texas.”

				     Jack repeated this information to Roy who was sat next to him, who jotted it down with a puzzled look on his face. “Don I want you to get all the passenger lists from…”

				     “I’m already on it Jack, a Jacqueline MacDonald flew into Vegas about half an hour ago on United Airlines. United’s limo service dropped her off at The Bellagio.”

				     “Well we had better start there.”

				     “I’m a step ahead of you Jack, I’ve been onto the hotel and she isn’t registered there under that name, or any other of the major hotels…”

				     Jack sighed wearily.

				     “…But I’ve got a team going over the apartment in L.A. as we speak and I’ll let you know if they find anything. That’s the best I can do for now.”

				     Jack thanked his friend and ended the call, dropping the cell into the small compartment between the two seats where it rattled round as the car jostled from side to side.

				     “Who the hell is Jackie MacDonald?” Roy asked, having heard Jack on the phone but he was too busy looking for a page in his files and didn’t even look up to reply.

				     “It’s some nurse that Sabina killed in L.A.”

				     “And you think that’s the alias she’s now using?”

				     “No, I don’t think it is,” Jack said, “I know it is. This mother is smart, I knew she’d be here and I was right. Now where’s that list of hotels!” Jack was frustratingly looking through the reams of pages on his lap searching for the one page that would actually be of some use finally. 

				     “It’s here Jack, I’ve got it,” Roy offered, handing the page over.

				     “Right, we are going to pay all of these a visit and make sure every single one of them has their eyes open. She has got to go somewhere and we know our Sabina has a taste for the finer things. I don’t think we’ll find her in some flea pit motel.”

				     But as this information filtered through from L.A. to Jack and Roy, Sabina was a long way away from the hotels they were going to. She had left a trail in L.A. for sure, but she knew what she was doing and had got the limo to the hotel for a reason, to throw anyone looking for her off her tracks. She knew they would find Jackie’s apartment but more to the point she knew they would take the bait. As Jack and Roy headed off to the hotels and casinos on the Strip, Sabina was safely holed up in her safe house on the outskirts of the city preparing for the evening. 

				     She showered and put on her make up; the more feminine and petite she could make herself appear the less people would suspect. She got dressed, putting on a pair of black pants and a shirt and then put on the blonde wig. If Jack was up to scratch he would have photos of her all over the city and so she had to disguise herself as much as she could. She pulled the wig down tightly over her head and tucked her own hair underneath so none of it was showing and then looked at herself in the mirror. Under the curling locks of fake blonde hair she was almost unrecognisable from the photo she had left in her office in Geneva all those weeks ago.

				     

				     Jack picked up a car from the CIA offices and headed out into the city. He drove south along Eastern Avenue towards the downtown area to the west of the Strip to chance his luck. He knew Sabina was somewhere in the city, he knew she would be, and now he knew for certain she was there, and he wasn’t going to let her slip through his fingers. He and Roy went to a few local bars, flashing the photo to barmen on the hope that they had seen her, perhaps she would have dropped in earlier that evening, but no one had. It was a long shot and he knew Sabina wasn’t that stupid. If they had followed her to Vegas they had found out about L.A. and she wouldn’t be repeating her mistake but he tried anyway. 

				     Jack felt good fortune was on their side at last, like Lady Luck was looking out for them. His gamble to fly to Nevada had paid off in spades and he felt they had the upper hand now and feeling lucky, he decided to stop off in a casino and play the tables.

				     He and Roy got out of the car and made their way downtown. Everywhere was packed, restaurants and bars were full to the brim and traffic was streaming up and down and it seemed to Jack that every second car was a stretch limousine, full of inebriated bodies living up to the mantra of ‘what happens in Vegas stays in Vegas’. 

				     They walked into the first place they came across, the Golden Nugget, set amongst the densely packed group of hotels and casinos in the downtown area, east of the northern tip of the Strip. Across the road was Binion’s Horseshoe Casino and further up The Plaza Hotel, and on the other side were the Four Queens, Fitzgerald’s and the Fremont Casinos. 

				     The downtown area had been hit by the Strip’s boom in popularity and only investment in recent years had improved its fortunes, namely in the shape of the Fremont Experience Mall, a canopy covered four-block long pedestrian mall at the western end of Fremont Street reaching up to ninety feet high at its peak, and the Neonopolis Entertainment Complex. The Golden Nugget was one of the oldest casinos in Vegas, built in 1946 in the heart of the downtown area, and it stood proud as an emblem of the past and a symbol of class. The elder statesman of the city. It was still the largest casino in the downtown area and its curved and brightly-lit façade looked like every gamblers dream, luring people in with the promise of fortune and fulfilment. 

				     Jack was uncharacteristically composed. It wasn’t his style to be so restrained. He was the type who was tightly wound and always on edge, three steps ahead of what was going on around him and looking at everything from every possible angle. Some, mostly those significantly younger than him, saw it as his eternal pessimism but he saw it more as just his ‘firm grip on reality’. 

				     He had seen things many of the younger agents could not conjure in their worst nightmares and this had stayed with him, visible in his eyes and on his face, like the stress-hunched shoulders of an ex-con. But that was what made him so good at his job. He had seen the extremities the human race could reach and he ensured that these never reached American soil, until now that was. Many interpreted his years as having made him weary, but in fact it had served to do the opposite and as he walked into the Golden Nugget Casino this weight seemed to have been lifted from his shoulders, like the calm before the impending storm, and he smiled at the cocktail waitress as if he knew something that nobody else did.

				     The casino was huge inside and full from wall to wall with people and bright neon filled every available space. It was a carnival of hedonism. People stood throwing quarter after quarter into the banks of slot machines that filled the casino floor and crowds gathered around lucky blackjack players hoping for that one card that would make them rich. It was a sea of decadent desperation, women in cocktail dresses sidled up to the men raking it in, hoping to lay their hands on an elusive chip, whilst others sat devastated, with looks of blank disbelief on their faces or with their heads in their hands having lost all their money, or their lifesavings, or the kids’ college funds or whatever they had bankrolled themselves in with. For an atmosphere that was supposed to be celebratory, the air of defeat hung heavy over the room and it 

				shrouded every throw of the dice or turn of a card, tarnishing everyone ultimately with the same fate. Except for Jack and Roy.

				     They went into the lounge bar and sat at a table. An attractive cocktail waitress in a playboy style get-up, of which the top half of her body seemed to be more out of her dress than in, came over.

				     “Hi guys, what can I get you?”

				     Jack turned to Roy, “What’ll you have?”

				     “A Miller Lite,” he replied.

				     “A Miller Lite and I’ll have a Jack Daniel’s on the rocks,” Jack said to the girl.

				The waitress hurried off to get their drinks and they watched her as she went.

				     “Now that’s a walk that talks if ever I saw one!”

				     “Yeah, but she’s not talking to you Jack, maybe thirty years ago…”

				     “Thirty years my ass! You know something buddy, I feel real lucky tonight.”

				     Roy laughed. “I don’t know Jack, sometimes there’s no end to your optimism,” he joked and for a moment they both forgot about why they were even in Vegas. For a couple of seconds they were two guys out for a drink. 

				     The waitress returned moments later with their drinks and placed them down on the table with a bowl of nuts.

				     “Here are your drinks gentlemen, and complimentary nuts. That’ll be eight dollars please.”

				     Jack handed her ten dollars and told her to keep the change.

				     They sat and enjoyed their drinks without saying anything but they both knew what the other was thinking. 

				     “You think Sabina will show her face here Jack?”

				     “Without any doubt. If she’s as smart as we think she’ll know we’re here, but I don’t think that’ll stop her. She wouldn’t have come all this way to give up at the final hurdle.”

				     “Even if that risked her getting caught?”

				     “Even more so. I know her type only too well; this is like a game to her. She enjoys it, the thrill of the chase. Sure this ups the ante but she won’t back down one bit if I know her at all.”

				     “You sound like this is personal Jack, like you know her or something.”

				     “But I do,” Jack said, “I know her only too well. And she’s far more dangerous than Sulaiman ever was because she’s unpredictable. Sulaiman was smart, but I always knew how he thought, but Sabina’s different. She is in this for the fun of it. She enjoys it. Think about it, no parents, no family, she’s got nothing to lose!” Jack’s voice deepened as he spoke about her and his eyes never left the table. It was like he was talking directly to her, as if she could somehow hear him, in tune to his thoughts.

				

				     “She’s not attacking you Jack. I know it might seem that way, but it isn’t personal…”

				     “It is to me, Don,” Jack interrupted, “Sure it didn’t start that way, but that’s what it has become. She attacked the United States of America and everyone who lives here. That makes it personal, for each and every one of us Americans, and for the families of everyone killed in her explosions. She and Sulaiman have attacked what it means to be American and everything this country stands for. That’s what makes it personal. It’s no more personal for you or me than it is for anyone else out there, whether it was somebody someone knew waiting to catch a train at North Station, or a colleague that worked at the bank in Miami, or whether they just saw it on the news or read it in the paper. It’s personal for every one of us, and that’s why we are going to catch the bitch, right here in Vegas. We may be in the city of luck but I’ll tell you right now my friend, for her, it’s where her luck runs out.”

				     “How can you be so sure Jack, after every thing she has done? She has evaded us all the way so far, how can you be so sure that she won’t again?” Roy asked.     

				     “I just know she won’t. It’s as simple as that,” Jack replied, looking up from the table and squarely at his old friend. “Sabina isn’t special, the atrocities she has carried out are, but it doesn’t make her any different. She’s just a person like you and me, that’s how you understand it. That’s how you rationalise it. You have to think like them. I’ve seen some things in my time but at the end of the day you have to remember they are just people. She has her reasons and when you understand what those are, where they are coming from, then you can understand the person. And her reasons aren’t the same as Sulaiman’s. She may have known him and he trained her as one of his own, but they weren’t the same inside. Sulaiman couldn’t see that, and that’s where he made his mistake. And it’s the reason why we’re gonna get her.” 

				     “For all our sakes I hope you are right, Jack,” Roy said. And he meant it. 

				     They had to catch Sabina. Nothing less would suffice. It would be unthinkable for her to complete her mission and disappear. The terror and pain she had caused would never go away and it could not go unpunished. 

				     They had to bring her in and show her to the watching world. They had to see her face, to show she was human and could be defeated, to show everyone that the world would not live in fear, that terrorism would not be allowed to succeed and that justice would always prevail.

				     “Of course I’m right Roy,” Jack joked, “When have you known me not to be?” 

				     Roy smiled. 

				     “Anyway,” Jack said, taking a handful of nuts from the bowl, “You ready?”

				     “Ready for what?”

				     “Like I said, I feel lucky tonight.”

				     “What’s this, the famous Jack Wildey intuition?”

				     “Call it what you will, buddy boy, when I’ve finished my drink I’m going to play a little blackjack. Do you want to kick in a hundred bucks with me and I’ll play the cards?”

				     “No…No thanks,” Roy said, “I’ll keep my hundred in my pocket.”

				     “You’re sure you don’t want a piece of the action?”

				     “Yep, I’m sure. I’ll watch you blow your money.”

				     “Not tonight, pal. Not this time.”

				     The two men finished their drinks and got up, walking over to the blackjack tables. As they approached a man got up from his seat and left, he had obviously had enough, and Jack sat down in his place.

				     Next to him sat a slender young woman. She wore a backless gold dress and had long auburn hair and she smiled at Jack as he sat down. 

				     “Give me a hundred dollars in twenty dollar chips.” 

				     The dealer took Jack’s money and laid it on the table and said, “Changing a one hundred dollar bill for twenty dollar chips.” She then pushed the money down into the cache, and gave Jack five yellow twenty-dollar chips.

				     “Place your bets, please.”

				     The other players around the table fumbled with their chips and eventually put them down. There were only four other players: the woman next to Jack, a middle aged guy next to her, a young college kid and a young couple on the end who seemed more interested in each other than the cards.  

				     Jack put down forty dollars. The dealer was a young woman. Professional and practiced, she knew her job and she did it well dealing out each card face down whilst keeping her eyes on the players in front of her. Jack assumed her eye-catching good looks were just a coincidence, but it was certainly not a coincidence the effect they were having. Her table was busy and had drawn a large crowd, most of whom were male, and the two men at the table seemed to be just as enthralled by her charms.

				     Each player watched as the dealer dealt along the row, including a facedown card to herself. 

				     Jack had drawn a king. The dealer then dealt everyone another card, this time face up and all the players looked at what they had. The dealer looked at both of her cards and Jack watched her as she did. She did not have blackjack, he could tell from watching her. She was good, but not that good, and even though she tried to hide any expression he could tell. To the others, she was a blank canvass but Jack had her number.

				     Jack’s face card was a four and he moved his hand to indicate he wanted another card and she duly obliged. It was a six.

				     “I’ll stand,” he said.

				     She then went around the table dealing to each of the other three players and Jack could tell from their reaction whether they had played before or were new to the game. The woman next to Jack had certainly played before. She lifted the corner of her card and looked at it once, and only briefly, and then turned it over. She had gone bust on her third card, hitting 27. The man next to her looked at his card too and he bore all the signs of a seasoned gambler. His tight-fitting shirt couldn’t disguise the sweat stains of a man who had been down on his luck and who had probably been on the casino floor for hours trying to win himself back the money he had already lost. The first bet he made was to try and win, but every bet since had been just to try and break even.  

				     The college kid was uninterested in the cards, flippantly turning his over on the green baize without even looking, his eyes concentrating on the woman in front of him more than on the numbers being dealt and the couple on the end were taking it in turns to play, much to everyone else’s annoyance.

				     Each of the other players went bust one by one, drawing cards till they lost their hands, and then the dealer turned her cards over. She had fifteen. Her head was tilted down as she looked at the table but Jack noticed a quick glance in her eyes as she looked towards him before she drew a card. She drew a nine and busted her hand.

				     Jack smiled and waited for the dealer to check the cards and then he collected his winnings. The rest of the table watched enviously, the rest of the table excluding the sweaty gambler that was, who just watched Jack take his chips and wondered what he had to do to make that him. 

				     “Place your bets, please,” the dealer repeated. Jack put down sixty dollars this time and the other players put down their bets. The couple and the college kid bet twenty bucks each again, the man next to them scratched his beard for a moment and then bet fifty dollars and the young woman bet sixty, eyeing up Jack as she did so. 

				     Jack sat and watched as the cards were dealt again, keeping a close eye on the dealer. She could tell Jack was watching intently and it put her off, distracting her slightly from what she was doing, and this was Jack’s intention. Roy was still stood behind Jack watching the game. 

				     Jack looked at his down card, it was a six and his face card was a five. The man down the row looked at his cards too and motioned for the dealer to hit him, a ten, and he suddenly slammed his fist down on the table. He was bust again and had lost another fifty bucks. The college kid smiled at the man’s frustrated desperation and decided to stick himself, as did the couple next to him.

				     Jack put another sixty dollars down on top of his previous bet bringing it to one hundred and twenty now and motioned for the dealer to hit him. She smiled at his brave bet and turned over a card for him. It was a nine.

				     “I’ll stay,” Jack declared.

				     “Yes sir,” the dealer said, and went round the table collecting everyone’s money for that hand and then she turned her cards over. She was holding eighteen. The others turned their cards over, they had sixteen and nineteen but then Jack turned his cards over to reveal he was holding twenty.

				     “Good call, sir,” the dealer said and paid Jack his one hundred and twenty dollars. 

				     “Man that’s twice in a row you’ve won, what’s your secret?” the college kid gushed, hoping to turn his dismal fortunes around.

				     “There’s no secret. It’s just how you play the game,” Jack answered cryptically.

				     “Ladies and gentlemen, place your bets,” the dealer said.

				     Jack placed his bet. Two hundred dollars. The other players, partly impressed by Jack’s style of play, in turn placed their own bets. The college kid threw fifty dollars worth of chips down and winked at Jack as he did so. The man next to him put down fifty also, as did the woman next to Jack. The dealer then dealt the cards again but this time the couple opted out, deciding to sit and watch instead to see if Jack won again. He looked at his cards. 

				     The dealer again didn’t have blackjack. Jack had a king and a nine.

				     “I’ll play these.” 

				     The dealer went round the table but once again all of the other players went bust, losing their hands in their attempts to claw some of Jack’s good fortune away from him for themselves. The blonde haired dealer then turned her cards over to reveal she was holding seventeen.

				     “Eighteen and better.”

				     She then looked at Jack. Jack smiled and looked back at her as he turned over his down card to reveal he was holding nineteen.

				     “You win again, sir.” 

				     Jack smiled and collected his two hundred dollars of chips. By now the word had spread around the surrounding tables and a crowd had begun to form as people flocked to see who this man on the winning streak was. In Vegas, good luck was as much a currency as the dollar, and people hunted it out, hoping that just being in its presence some of it would rub off on them.

				     “Do you always draw such a crowd when you are out?” the woman next to Jack asked playfully.

				     “Nah, they’re not here for me, it’s you they’ve come to watch,” he said and the woman blushed and turned back to her cards. Roy was stood behind watching and was now beginning to wish he had decided to play but he knew if he had he wouldn’t have had Jack’s touch. No, more than likely he would be going bust as much as the others and it would be his chips that would be used to fund Jack’s winning streak. As he stood watching the crowd grow, his cell rang and he moved off to find somewhere quieter to answer it.

				     Without missing a beat, Jack put down five hundred dollars and the other players, who numbered only two now as the college kid had lost all of his money, placed their bets. The woman put down sixty dollars, as did the man in what could only have been one final stab at winning at least part of his money back. The dealer then dealt the cards for the next hand.

				     Jack looked at his down card, it was a King, and the dealer then dealt out the face cards to the three players. The increasingly exasperated man two seats down had a nine, the woman between him and Jack a six and, as if fate had decreed it, Jack was dealt the ace of hearts.

				     Jack turned over his down card and said, “It’s the name of the game…Blackjack!”

				     The dealer looked at her cards, but she couldn’t match it. “It looks like your lucky night sir,” a smile spreading across her cheeks as she paid him. The group around clapped and cheered, and for a few brief moments they revelled in his victory and claimed his triumph at the table as their own, kind of a one up on the casino and tables that had no doubt seen so much of their money.

				     Jack collected his winnings and stood up. “You’d better believe it,” he said to the dealer, as he threw her five twenty-dollar chips and walked away from the table. 

				

				Chapter Twenty-Nine

				

				     Sabina had driven along the south end of the Strip, past The Riviera, the MGM Grand and the Monte Carlo casinos and had pulled into the parking lot of the Hilton Hotel, parking in a space near the exit. 

				     It was the biggest Hilton Hotel in the world and was one of the biggest hotel and casino complexes in all of Las Vegas and had the luxury of spreading out over its eighty acres of off-Strip location. Just off Paradise Avenue to the east of the Strip, and next to the Las Vegas Convention Centre and Country Club, it was a sprawling behemoth with over three thousand rooms. The concrete Hilton sign at the foot of the hotel was the largest freestanding sign in the world. It stood tall and proud, small at the base and growing in size to an imposing fan shape at its peak; it was an emblem of the Hilton empire and of the prowess of Las Vegas itself.

				     Sabina locked her car, leaving her briefcase with the bomb in it and her shotgun in the trunk, and walked into the hotel.

				     Inside she went straight up to the nearest cash cage and without flinching she took a thousand dollars from her bag in one hundred dollar bills. The cashier quickly changed it for her and handed her twenty fifty-dollar chips which Sabina picked up and took with her to the roulette tables. 

				    She walked up to the nearest table and sat down next to the croupier. She put her chips out on the table in front of her in two tall stacks that glistened as they reflected in the harsh bright lights. She easily had the most money at the table and several of the men were watching her already, disgruntled at being upstaged and secretly wary of being humiliated by her.

				     “Fifty dollars each on 6, 8, 10, 13, 17 and 23. And two hundred dollars on Red,” she instructed the croupier, who took her chips and placed her bets.

				     “No more bets,” he said, and then spun the roulette wheel. It spun round and everyone looked in as the little white ball danced along the numbers, bouncing from one to another before it came to rest. The sound of the little white ball spinning around the roulette wheel was hypnotic and was a sound that the players loved to hear. 

				     “Thirty two Red,” the croupier pronounced to an ensuing chorus of disbelief. Sabina was the only winner. She collected her winnings gracefully, looking around at the multitude of envious eyes, and picked up the two hundred dollars winnings and the two hundred from the Red. 

				     “Ladies and gentlemen, place your bets.” The crowd hurriedly made their bets, although some were just watching Sabina rather than playing themselves. 

				     “Five hundred on Black,” Sabina instructed the croupier again, who placed her chips on Black. 

				     “Last call, place your bets.”

				     The frantic commotion as the other players hurriedly made their bets quickly died down as they sat back and watched the ball. It rolled around the wheel for what felt like an eternity, jumping from number to number and colour to colour, before the wheel began to slow down and the ball could grab hold of one of the passing slots. For the time that the wheel was spinning everyone was in it together, their hopes held in the balance of gravity and they all shared the same optimism that just this one time it would land on their number. This shared silence of anticipation only lasted for the duration the wheel spun and as soon as the ball dropped it was gone, and the crowd of onlookers was divided again into winners and losers. 

				    “Nineteen Black,” the croupier announced and a small cheer went up from the end of the table from a man who had bet on that number. He collected his winnings, albeit a little less gracefully than Sabina, who was the only other winner at the table and then the croupier swept all the losing bets from the table, taking with it countless peoples’ dashed hopes and dreams. 

				     Up the other end of the strip, Jack and Roy were walking out of the Golden Nugget casino. Jack was pleased with his winnings and was glad to see he hadn’t lost his touch on the tables but as they stepped out into the night air Roy turned to Jack and told him of the call he had received whilst he had been cleaning up. It had been Verner and he had some information for Jack, a number to be precise, a cell number for Sabina. A full-scale search of the T.M.I offices had been carried out and had turned up little but when Verner had delved a little deeper into the evidence taken from the villa he had found the number amongst all the files and evidence that had been recovered. He didn’t know if it was old or new, or whether she had used it or not, or if it was simply an abandoned idea. He hadn’t even tried it, deciding it was too much of a risk. If it was, it could have caused Sabina to get rid of it, and so he passed on the information to Jack who was in a much better position to make use of it.

				     The government had kicked up a real fuss over the assault on the villa and Verner had found himself in deep water for carrying out a covert assault, and he had only exacerbated that with the death of Agent Blocher, and in the aftermath the government had taken control of the case away from him. He had been suspended, pending an inquiry into the assault on the villa and the raid on the printing factory, and that was why it had taken so long for him to uncover what could be a vital tool in Sabina’s capture.

				     Roy passed on the number to Jack who thought about calling it straight away but he didn’t, opting to store it in his phone instead. There was nothing he could do with it at the present time. 

				     Back at the Hilton Sabina was winning big and the crowd had begun to get behind her, cheering every time she won and yelling encouragement as the wheel spun. The group of onlookers and ‘well-wishers’ was predominantly female though, the men subdued at being upstaged by a female had decided to applaud politely rather than showing any honesty, but as the crowd grew and their reactions grew more fervent, the security guards on the casino floor began to take notice. It was house policy for them to supervise any crowds that formed and to take a special interest in anyone whose winning was unusually regular and Sabina’s continued winning had certainly fallen into this latter category. The casinos attracted all sorts of people through their doors, most of who had come to gamble, albeit for small stakes. Others were high rollers, real gamblers. Some were hookers and con artists and criminals of various skills and class. It was not uncommon for someone to win, it was a casino after all, but it was uncommon for someone to sustain a win. Usually it meant someone was working the floor or it was more serious than that and the excited crowd was being used as a distraction for something else. Either way, whatever was going on warranted their attention.

				     Two guards walked over, one surveying the people who were watching the roulette table and the other watching the action on the table itself. Initially nothing seemed untoward to either of them.

				     “Place your bets,” the croupier called, with one eye on the security guards behind the crowd.

				     A hundred dollars each on 6, 8, 10, 13, 17, 23, 27, and 30. And five hundred on Red,” Sabina said calmly, pushing her chips forward towards the croupier. She played with the necklace around her neck as the croupier hurriedly placed all of her bets and then started the wheel, silence descending on the crowd as it spun.

				     The ball dropped into the swirling mass of numbers and colours and Sabina tugged on her necklace each time the ball bounced, nearly pulling it of in the process. She stood transfixed by the wheel, unaware of anything else going on around her when it was in motion and she remained motionless watching it, oblivious to the security guards who were observing the table. 

				     The wheel spun around and seemed to take longer than it had on any other bet, swirling around and slowing gradually bit by bit. This was to be Sabina’s last bet. She had work to do and couldn’t waste any more time. She looked at her watch. Quarter past ten. It left her plenty of time to plant her bomb and get out of town. 

				     The wheel had slowed right down now to the point where the ball had to drop any second and as Sabina and the crowd looked on it dropped cleanly into Red number thirty, as if that was where it had been headed all along. A huge cheer went up as the croupier announced her win yet again.

				     “That’s three thousand five hundred dollars for the number and five hundred for the colour, miss.”

				     Sabina had won again and she began collecting her chips amidst the whooping and cheering going on around her, an acute irony that pleased Sabina much more intently than the winning had done.

				     She collected her chips, carefully putting a thousand dollars into her bag, and she was midway through picking up the rest of her winnings when she looked up and noticed the security guard for the first time. In a singular lapse of concentration, alarm bells started ringing in her head and she grabbed a handful of chips and threw them into her bag, and it was then that the guard noticed. 

				     He did not recognise her from her photo and did not even make the connection to the woman they had so keenly been instructed to look out for, but he knew that something wasn’t right. 

				     Sabina looked back at the table and put the rest of the chips into her bag calmly and got up and began to walk away. She walked quickly through the crowd that was now dispersing and she tried to mingle in with the rest of the gamblers on the casino floor but the guard was on her tail and was following her.

				     She walked more and more quickly at the same time trying to appear innocent but whilst getting out of the casino as quickly as possible. 

				     “Hey lady, wait up!” the guard called and people around turned and looked at what was going on, but Sabina kept on walking. It was too far to the front entrance but she had seen an emergency exit to her left that was no more than twenty yards away and she was heading for it.

				     “Hey lady, I said hold it right there!”

				     Sabina began to run now and the door was only a few feet away when the guard drew his gun. 

				     “I said hold it or I will shoot!” he yelled and a stunned silence fell over the casino floor. Sabina halted in her tracks and stopped still with her back facing the guard. In the same instant, she reached inside her coat and gripped her pistol tightly and then pulled it out slowly, holding it close to her chest so no one could see it. She began to turn around when a waitress walked round the corner completely unaware of the stand off taking place. The security guard was distracted for a split second but it was all that Sabina needed and she twisted round violently and let off a spray of bullets. Two hit the guard, spinning him like a top. The first hit him in the chest and the second in the head and he dropped down to the floor dead. 

				     It was then that all hell broke loose. Women screamed and suddenly the place was a frenzy as everyone ran for the exits. Gamblers and tourists and casino employees alike ran for their lives in a crazy dash towards the front of the building as more security guards showed up and Sabina didn’t hesitate for a moment. She picked up her bag from the ground by her feet and ran to the exit door, kicking it open in one go tripping the casino’s alarms instantly, and then she ran through it. 

				

				Chapter Thirty

				

				     The floor of the casino had descended into panic as the gunshots rang out and gamblers and staff were running for the exits. Croupiers and cashiers stood 

				dumfounded at their positions unsure of what to do but as the situation escalated one by one they left their posts and opportunists grabbed at the chips which lay sprawled and unattended on the now empty tables. Moments earlier the floor had been alive with the hubbub of activity, the very essence of Vegas alive and beating as gamblers went about their business, but now it had been violently interrupted and the safe harmony had been shattered by the sounds of gunshots.

				     The hotel’s security guards converged on the scene within seconds, trying to keep the situation under their control amongst the stampede towards the doors. One guard bent down and pressed his fingers against the neck of the guard who had been shot to look for a pulse as people dashed past him. He ran his fingers across his colleague’s neck but he couldn’t find anything, not even the faintest murmur of a heartbeat, and he turned round and shook his head. Sabina’s deadly precision had killed him instantly and he had probably died before his body had even hit the floor.

				     “Code Red!” the guard shouted into his walkie-talkie, “We have a situation on the casino floor - a security guard has been gunned down. I repeat, a guard has been gunned down on the casino floor. The shooter is a female and had fled into the emergency stairwell by block 3.”

				     “Stay where you are!” the voice came back immediately, “Do not go after the shooter.” James Branson was the head of the casino’s security and he knew the moment the call came in who the shooter was but he followed his orders not to try to capture Sabina. Instead he ran straight to the security offices where he could follow her movements on the surveillance cameras which covered every square foot of the building. 

				     “Affirmative. 10. 4. Over,” the guard hastily replied.

				     As soon as Branson got to the control room he took charge of the situation. The three shift officers were already trying to find her on the bank of monitors. She had left the casino floor by the emergency stairwell but had disappeared and they flicked between cameras trying to locate her. 

				     One of the men panned across the cavernous casino floor in case she tried to get out by the front exit, chancing her luck that no one would see her amongst the hundreds of terrified fleeing people, but she was nowhere to be seen. Branson ordered the camera operators to split up and to take a floor each hoping that Sabina wouldn’t have gone any higher than the third floor and they scoured the screens looking for her. She could not have gone far and it was unlikely she would have run up four flights of stairs. She wanted out of the building, that was for sure, and the further up she went, the further she would have been from any possible route of escape. And from their experience they knew that it was difficult to hide from the cameras for long, her own agenda betraying her facelessness and marking her out from the crowd of the hotel’s guests. 

				     As the four men stood looking at the grainy black and white screens, the panic that was enveloping the building became only too apparent. The ground floor was where the casino was and the images being fed back from the multitude of cameras were filled with the hysterical stampede of people, blindly following one another in a panic-filled attempt to get to safety. The casino and hotel’s staff were unsure of what to do, at first trying to calm the situation but then fearing for themselves as they realised what was taking place. On the higher floors, people were oblivious to what was happening below but as Branson looked over the bank of monitors in the control room the seriousness of the situation to him was all too apparent.

				     Branson stood in front of the sixty plus screens which by now were barely distinguishable from one another, each filled with frantic bodies running from one edge of the screen to the other. The photo of Sabina had been circulated to all the casinos and hotels in Vegas, and he knew instantly that that was who the shooter was, his years of experience and instinct informing him so, and he wasted no time calling it in. As his operators flicked from one screen to another, he picked up the phone off the wall and immediately called through to the Vegas Police department.

				     Jack and Roy had just got their car and were about to get in when the information reached them. Branson had informed the local cops and once Nick Wolfe at the CIA knew that Sabina had been spotted he alerted Jack immediately.

				     “This is CIA control, we have a visual on Sabina Talib at the Hilton Hotel on the Strip! I repeat, Sabina Talib at the Hilton Hotel,” he said.

				     Jack and Roy wasted no time. “This is Wildey, we’re on our way.” They jumped into their car, Roy into the passenger seat and Jack behind the wheel, and sped off. They were at the opposite end of the Strip, towards the north and the centre of the city, by the Las Vegas Expressway, but they made their way through the bustling traffic and covered the ground between them and Sabina quickly. The Hilton was three miles away from them, next door to the Las Vegas Country Club, but it felt closer and as it inched nearer they both knew it was going to be then or never. 

				     Jack dropped the radio onto the dashboard and gripped the wheel with both hands as he accelerated along south Las Vegas Boulevard; into second gear, and then third, he pushed to car to its limits and the engine roared as he tore up and down through the gears.  

				     Roy grabbed the red light which rattled around the floor of the car by his feet, and then he leaned out his window and threw it onto the roof. It flashed into life and the siren wailed and the traffic, one by one alerted to their presence, stopped and pulled up out of their way.  The city was alive with people casually milling about with seemingly little intent, enjoying themselves in the freedom that Nevada allowed but oblivious to the events unfolding around them, for all the freedom they were enjoying was compromised by the global terrorist prowling amongst them.

				     They sped down the Strip and pulled into the lot of the Hilton and skidded to a halt, Roy opening his door and almost stepping out before Jack had brought the car to a stand still such was his determination. The parking lot was chaotic as the casino’s gamblers emptied out into the night in a frenzied state of panic and the local cops who arrived on the scene were attempting to reinstate some form of order. 

				     Men and women were running about the place hysterically and the cops were trying to group everyone together as best they could. All they knew was a security guard had been gunned down and so they were trying to seal off the casino and form a perimeter so the shooter could not walk away through the crowd, but as valiant as their efforts were, it was a futile cause. 

				     The hotel and casino complex was enormous and they could not watch every exit, it was nigh impossible to even watch the front, and it would have been easy for Sabina to have merely slipped away unnoticed into the darkness of the night. But with the security on her tail she had been chased further into the building and now it was too late for such an easy escape. 

				     The CIA had gotten to the scene before Jack did and had made sure all the exits were closed down and the building had been sealed off. No one could get out and the only way in was through the front and past the multitude of police officers and cars which now formed an impervious barricade. Jack could see towards the front of the hotels entrance a group who looked to be in charge and he walked up to them.

				     “We’re federal officers. Who is in charge here?” he asked over the wailing sirens, brandishing his ID in his hand.

				     “I am. Nick Wolfe, CIA.”  

				     “So what’s the situation here?”

				     “A security guard was shot and killed by a female shooter in the casino. She has fled the scene but is still inside the building…” he answered, “…we have the building locked down now and were just about to go in…”

				     “Right, we’ll come with you,” Jack stated, it wasn’t up for debate. “Do you have a ID on the shooter?”

				     The Hotel Manager who was standing next to Wolfe spoke up. “One of my guards confirmed the shooter was a female and we suspect she is the same woman who you guys are after. You know the one we were notified about.” 

				     “You suspect?”

				     “Well, we can’t find her in the building but one of guards said he thinks she was wearing a wig, so who else could it be?” His tone was flustered and unsure but it was all Jack needed to hear to know he had found her.

				     “Right,” Jack said, taking charge of the situation, “I need the local police to watch the perimeter, to make sure no one gets out. Now sir,” he said talking to the manager again, “can you show my colleague where the control room is?”

				     The manager hurriedly replied and said he would show Roy where to go.

				     “Okay. Now all the exits are secured already right?”

				     Again the manager confirmed.

				     “What about the elevators?”

				     “They are automatically shut down in case of emergency. But there are stairs to all the floors!”

				     Jack listened and thought for a moment, deciding what to do. “Roy, I need you to be my eyes on this. Get to the control room and find where she is, she can’t have got too far, and my guess is she won’t be far from the ground. She’ll be looking for a way out! Now I’m going to go in there and find her.”

				     “I’m on it,” Roy said and he and the Hotel manager hurried inside, the manager leading the way to the control room where his head of security was hunting through the building looking for Sabina.

				     “Right, now Wolfe isn’t it? I need you to support me here. I’m going to go in first but I need you and your team to follow me, I don’t want her slipping past anywhere, okay?”

				     Wolfe stepped away and informed his men. They would take up positions inside the building, on the casino and the hotel ground floors, and would floor by floor secure the building.

				     Jack was ready. The Hotel stood tall in front of him as if it was a living breathing entity in itself, pulsing with the flow of people streaming out of the front doors, and he knew that somewhere trapped inside was Sabina. He checked his radio to be sure he could reach Roy and then he and Wolfe and his four men moved inside.

				     Once they were in the lobby of the casino they split up. Wolfe’s men divided, two by two, and moved to opposite ends at the base of the two main stairwells to the upper floors and the rooms. Jack and Wolfe moved round to where the guard had been gunned down. The casino floor was clear now except for the body on the floor and the guards stood by him shepherding guests down and out of the building. 

				     It was eerily quiet. The slot machines’ lights were still on and flashing but there was no one at them to feed them quarters and fifty and twenty-dollar chips lay abandoned on the empty tables; the sounds created by thousands of people at the slot machines and gaming tables had vanished. For a casino that was open twenty-four seven, it was a calmness that was unnatural. But for all the emptiness of the ground floor, the top floors were still full of people and most of them would not have even known anything about what was going on below. People were walking down the stairs and reaching the bottom to the sight of the barren and deserted casino where they were marshalled out of the way through the front doors.

				     Wolfe’s men took their positions at the stairwells and at the rear of the casino floor and helped everyone out whilst keeping their eyes trained on every woman who came down the stairs. They knew the shooter had blonde hair but the guard’s reporting of a wig meant that she could look like anything and so they looked at every woman carefully. 

				     Jack ran over to the guards who were standing over their dead colleague. They looked confused and unsure what to do and so he told them to hold their positions and to help the CIA secure the ground floor. As he stood there, people who had ducked for cover and who had hidden themselves at the sound of the gunshots streamed through the foyer, coming from the far reaches of the cavernous gambling floor, and the guards steered them to the exits at the front and waited for the medics to arrive. 

				     “Did anyone see where she went?” Jack asked amidst all the confusion.

				     “Yeah, she went through there!” one of the guards said, pointing at the emergency exit door behind them. “But she can’t have got out. All the exits were locked down as soon as we radioed in and she wouldn’t have had enough time. She must have gone upstairs.” 

				     Jack looked at the exit the guard had pointed to, and then back at the guard on the floor. “Okay then, now listen. I need you guys to stay here okay, and watch everyone that comes down those stairs, don’t let her get out!” The guards did as Jack said and moved round to the bottom of all the stairwells from the above floors whilst Jack headed off after Sabina, following her through the same emergency exit doors through which she had fled only ten minutes earlier.

				     Inside the stairwell it was dark and Jack struggled to see as his eyes adjusted. He pulled out his gun and cautiously made his way step by step up to the first floor where he opened the door slowly. He pulled it open only a couple of inches and peered through into the corridor but it was almost empty. A couple of women walked past talking amongst themselves but there was no sign of Sabina and so he stepped out, the barrel and sights on his gun leading the way. 

				     He looked at the doorways as he walked past but they were all closed. Suddenly though, a door on his right hand side opened and a young couple stepped out, the man’s arm draped around his girlfriend, but on seeing Jack in the hallway with his pistol pulled at the ready they ran back inside and slammed the door shut. Jack continued along the corridor but he saw nothing that indicated where Sabina had been.  

				     Downstairs, Roy and the hotel manager had reached the control room but the head of security had failed to find Sabina in the crowds of people. Roy was looking at the screens and instructed one of the camera operators to pan round on the third floor. The camera panned slowly, making small juddery movements as it rotated on its axis observing the unknowing people scattered beneath. 

				     Roy looked intently at the screen and at one person in particular. A small woman was stepping tentatively out of a room at the end of the corridor on the third floor, just underneath the camera, and she was looking up and down the corridor for something. She then stepped out and pulled the door closed behind her and walked off but instantly Roy knew it was Sabina. She was still wearing the blonde wig and she tilted her head to conceal her face but he could tell from the way she moved it was her. She took quick, pacy steps and walked swiftly past the hotel’s guests without looking at them, hurrying along the corridor with an urgency that immediately gave her away. 

				     She rounded the corner and for a moment was out of sight but the operator flicked to another camera and they found her again. She walked along the corridor and then about half way along she opened the door on her left to the stairwell. The operator again moved to another camera to follow her movement but she was now running up the steps and it took all of his skill to keep up with her. But then all of a sudden, keeping up with her wasn’t the problem. As they watched her on the screen and as Roy picked up his radio to contact Jack, a light on the control panel suddenly began flashing and all over the third floor the fire alarm began to sound. 

				     Within seconds the sprinklers had kicked in and the whole floor was awash with people who piled out of their rooms. Roy turned the screen back to the cameras in the hallway but where it had been calm only moments earlier, it was now packed from wall to wall as the rooms emptied out. In the distance, in the far corner of the screen and at the end of the corridor, small plumes of smoke were slowly creeping out under a door and into the hallway and in seconds the hallway had begun to fill with the noxious fumes. 

				     Slowly at first, the smoke crawled out under the gap between the door and the floor and wisps caught and drifted off, but the cloud of smoke quickly grew until the whole end of the corridor was black. People struggled through the water and the ensuing haze towards the exits, fumbling around and bumping into one another as the water and smoke hampered their vision, and the ensuing pandemonium and confusion provided the perfect camouflage for Sabina. 

				     The fire she had started in an empty room on the third floor quickly spread, firstly throughout the room and then into the hall. The sheets on the bed she had set light to were engulfed by flames within a minute and Sabina grabbed from the wardrobe some men’s and women’s clothing and threw them into the flames on the bed. The room filled with smoke which billowed out into the hallway and up into the ventilation system above. The air vents connected all the rooms and it was because of this the smoke filled the floor so quickly, puffing out slowly but constantly through the vents along the passageway and into each room. Automatically this set off the sprinkler system throughout the hotel and sprayed water everywhere. 

				     “Jack? Can you hear me? We got a problem, there’s a fire on the third floor,” Roy called over the radio. Jack could hear the alarms which sounded throughout the building but he didn’t know what was going on. He pressed the radio to his ear and as soon as he heard Roy’s words he ran back to the stairwell which by then was full of people streaming down from the floor above, coughing and spluttering as they went. He pushed his way through the people, up and out onto the third floor and he made his way along, clutching a towel from an abandoned room service cart over his mouth.

				     He made his way along the water-drenched corridor, checking in each room as he went, but they were empty so he ran along to the end. The blaze had spread to three rooms now and Jack could feel the intense heat on his face as he looked into the rooms but the fire was to be short-lived. The sprinklers had doused it heavily before Jack even reached the third floor and it would be extinguished shortly. But the smoke lingered on and through that and the water which streamed from above it was damn near impossible to see. Jack felt his way along through the thick, pungent smog, and called to Roy over the radio to find out where to go but he couldn’t get through, the radio feeding him back a loud screech of static where his friend’s voice should have been. 

				     In the control room Roy and the head of security were hunting through the floors to find Sabina. They had lost her at the stairwell in the deluge of people fleeing from the smoke but suddenly they found her again. She was walking along the passageway two floors down, on the first floor, towards the rear of the building. The alarms had sounded throughout the building and although the smoke and sprinklers were confined to the third floor only, the whole hotel was being evacuated now and every floor, corridor and stairwell was alive and teaming with people. But they still found her, trying to disguise herself in with a group walking down the first floor corridor past room a hundred and forty. 

				     Roy tried the radio again and this time it connected. “Jack! If you can hear me, she’s on the first floor, at the rear of the building heading towards the back stairwell.”

				     Jack heard Roy’s instructions and turned around and ran through the mass of heaving bodies to the stairwell and pushed his way down to the first floor.

				     “Roy! Come in Roy, can you hear me?” He tried to reach him over the radio but there was too much interference and all he got was loud screeching feedback. “Roy!”

				     He couldn’t get through so he made his way to the rear corridor, pushing blindly through the crowds of people trying to get out, as he looked for Sabina. His clothes were wet and sodden from the sprinklers upstairs and his lungs choked as they tried to expel the smoke he had breathed in but he battled on regardless, his will and determination overcoming any obstacles his body or Sabina could throw at him. She could have been anywhere by now and he could have come across her at her any moment, her body suddenly appearing only feet away through the mass of people.

				     The number of people was lessening now as almost all of the rooms emptied and the corridor began to quieten again. Roy had tried to get through over the radio but he couldn’t and so, instead of watching Jack on the monitors helpless and unable to do anything, he left the control room and ordered Branson to direct him to where Jack was.

				     He ran back through the corridor and into the foyer and up the huge stairwell at the front of the building whilst Branson shouted directions at him through the radio.

				     “At the top of the stairs turn left, and go down to the end.”

				     Roy’s heart was pounding as he pushed his way along the corridor, one hand holding the radio to his ear the other clutching his pistol.

				     “Now the emergency stairs are on your right, just there, go through the door!”

				     Roy did as he was told, Branson following his progress on the monitors as the operators followed Sabina and Jack through the crowd. He pushed the bar and opened the door and ran up the stairs to the first floor, and then out into the corridor. People were everywhere and he couldn’t see along so he jumped to try and see over the mass of bodies and heads but he couldn’t make anything out.

				     “To your left, go to your left, keep going!”

				     As Roy was pushing his way through, Jack was making his way along the corridor ahead of him. They were heading towards each other from different directions and would meet, Branson hoped, by the rear stairwell at the very back of the building. It was the largest and was the only one that reached from the top guest floors down to the cleaning rooms and the basement and he could see on the monitors it was where Sabina was headed. With a bit of luck, Jack and Roy would cut her off from both sides.

				     Where Jack was, the floor had quietened down considerably and he moved forward slowly, his gun drawn and ready. He walked along the corridor, pushing each door open gently to see inside. All of the rooms were empty. As he inched along suddenly a door to his right swung open and Jack dropped to one knee, his gun pointed in its direction. 

				     “Freeze! Police!” he shouted, but where he expected Sabina to be standing there were two bodies. A young man and a small girl had appeared in the doorway, the man first with his arm draped protectively over what was probably his daughter, and they stood stock still, petrified at the sight of Jack and his gun which was pointed directly at them.

				     “Don’t you know the buildings on fire!!?” he hollered at the pair. “Get out of here,” and they ran off down the corridor sheepishly.

				     Jack lowered his gun and breathed a heavy sigh of relief. The floor was almost empty now; at least he hoped so, because he didn’t want to end up cornering Sabina and forcing a hostage situation. He moved along the corridor again checking all the remaining rooms as he went, down to where the corridor bent round to the left. He waited at the turn and hurriedly peaked round, only one eye at first, pushing his head out to look along the empty corridor. 

				     A house keeping trolley lay on its side, its contents sprawled out over the floor, and the doors to the rooms were all open, but there was no one in sight and so Jack proceeded. He walked along the corridor quickly, stopping to look through each open doorway one by one, and his shoulder rubbed along the wall as he pressed his body as close to it as possible. He peered into each dark room but they were all empty so he worked his way further along. About two thirds of the way down, as his neck was arched and he was looking into a room on his left, the swing doors at the end of the corridor suddenly opened. He turned back and looked to see Sabina standing in front of him, her bag hung low across her shoulder and her gun in her hand. 

				     For a moment they stood looking at each other. Sabina had not seen Jack before but she could tell instantly that he wasn’t a guest. Jack held his gun by his side, standing half way between the empty room and the corridor, and he stared at Sabina who was stood rooted to the spot looking back at him. She knew that the Secret Service would have been on her tail and she could see that Jack was the man leading their charge. Throughout the cat and mouse chase, which had played out across the United States over the last seven days, Sabina had always been one step ahead and Jack one step behind, putting the pieces together and following the trail. But now they stood as equals separated by a mere twenty feet of carpeted floor space on the first level of the prestigious Vegas Hotel. It was the first glance she had had of the man who had been battling to stop her from completing her mission and it was the first time Jack had come face to face with her, but to him it seemed almost impossible that she had been the one carrying out the attacks. 

				     She seemed shorter than he had expected, and she was pretty to look at, so he thought, but Jack knew that appearances were always deceiving. Behind her sculpted face and her petite frame, and concealed behind her misleading femininity, hid a shrewd and calculating killer who would stop at nothing. She had no morals, and did not care about what was right or wrong, and nor did she care about the reasons for the attacks she had been instructed by Sulaiman to carry out. All she cared about was herself, and that was what made her so dangerous to Jack. 

				     The moment they stood looking at each other seemed to last for an eternity and neither one of them knew what to do but then Jack’s radio roared into life again and Roy’s voice broke the stalemate.

				     “Jack, if you can hear me, I am on the first floor, I’m coming up!”

				     The radio crackled and in the time it took for those few audible words to carry into the standoff, Sabina lifted her gun and fired a spray of bullets at Jack, the silencer making each one sound like a precision dart flying through the air towards its target. Jack ducked into the empty room for cover and the bullets ricocheted around the doorframe, sending chips of wood splintering off into the air. He waited for a moment but it was quiet, there were no more shots, and he looked cautiously into the hallway and drew his head back quickly. Seeing Sabina had gone, he ran down to the swing doors, crushing under his feet the bars of soap and little plastic bottles of shampoo that littered the floor, and down to the stairwell at the end. Six empty shell casings lay on the floor where Sabina had been, but she was nowhere to be seen. 

				     He opened the door and stepped out, looking up and down the stairs, and then he stepped through. He looked to his right, it was the staff entrance to the laundry room, but as he did so he heard footsteps behind and he turned around to find himself face to face with Roy.

				     “Jack, she’s here, she’s on this floor!”

				     “I know,” Jack replied, a little exasperated, “I saw her, she ran off into the laundry room.”  

				     “Roy, come in,” Branson’s voce interrupted, “We have got her on camera. She’s in the laundry room, at the back. But be careful, the alarm has triggered the emergency system and has unlocked all the doors. Look, I don’t know if you can hear me, we can’t override it.”

				     Jack looked at Roy, “We’ve got her. Go back downstairs and cut her off from the other side, I’ll try and flush her towards you okay?”

				      “Sure Jack,” and he ran back down the stairwell to the ground floor.

				    Jack took a deep breath and then crept into the laundry room from the stairwell. It was a large room, with a very high ceiling and was full of baskets and trolleys and machines. Above the ground ran a dense and complex network of tracks along which the laundry and dry cleaning ran and large white sacks of bed linen hung from them. The power had been cut as soon as the fire alarm had been triggered and so they hung sporadically like large white clouds dotted around the roof of the room. 

				     Jack stepped down the stairs, one by one, watching all the angles and corners for movement. He knew Sabina was in there, but where he could not tell. Everything was silent and still. The bags of clothes hung motionless in the windless air and the machinery lay dead and lifeless, its energy and life support lines cut off. Jack dropped to the floor and crawled along on one knee, getting down as low to the ground as possible to see under the cascade of dirty linen. Somewhere off to his right, on the other side of the vast industrial room, was Roy, creeping through the darkness the same as he, looking for Sabina. 

				     Jack moved away from the far wall over to a half full trolley by a bank of washers and spin dryers and he crouched down behind it. He could see over to the far wall and the exit door which slowly opened from the outside, and in through the tiny gap moved Roy. Somewhere in the middle Sabina was hiding. Jack looked over the top of the trolley, his head surfacing above the parapet just enough to see. A huge row of pressing machines on the far side ran the entire length of the wall, interrupted by two exit doors twenty foot apart from each other towards the middle. Apart from the exit by Roy, and the exit behind Jack, this was the only other way out of the room. 

				     Jack gripped his gun. He had not fired a shot yet and had a full magazine of thirteen bullets, twelve in the clip and one in the barrel. 

				     He looked across the room for movement, listening intently for the slightest sound that would give away Sabina’s position. Realising his chance, he grabbed his phone from his pocket and called the cell number Don had given him. If Sabina still had the phone it could have just given him the edge he needed. Better late than never he thought to himself. He ducked down behind the trolley and scrolled through the numbers till he found it, then pushed call.  

				     He pressed the phone to his ear and listened, waiting for the ominous sound of the line connecting and then ringing. Seconds later, in front of him and to his right, and much closer than he had expected, the unmistakable sound of a phone began, its small electronic tone filling the vast room.

				     Jack got to his knees and peered over the trolley but before he did so the ringing stopped. Everything was still and silent. As he scanned the room, a gunshot rang out and it clattered the metal bar over which he was looking. Jack fell to the ground, landing on his back, and he clutched at his head instinctively but he was alright. Sabina’s shot had missed, but only by inches. He rolled over the ground and looked across the floor hoping he would see her feet as she moved but as he looked in the direction he thought the shot came from, the machinery and the rails above his head suddenly whirred into life. The huge sacks which had hung frozen in their positions moments earlier jolted into movement and now swung from side to side. A procession swung along the length of the room and the noise created meant Jack stood no chance of hearing anything. Sabina could let off another ten shots and slam the door on her way out and he would be none the wiser. 

				     He tried to see up over the trolley again but was wary of exposing himself to another sniper shot from Sabina and so he crawled off to his left to a different position. Once he got to a safe point, he crouched down again and looked up just in time to see Sabina’s back as she ran through the exit doors on the far side. Jack aimed a shot after her but it was too late. She had made her escape, leaving the bullet to hit the door where a moment ago she had stood. He got to his feet and yelled through the radio for Roy to follow and he ran over to the door, crashing through it without a thought for his safety, and Roy followed quickly behind. 

				     They found themselves in a long hallway, banked on either side by concrete walls, but in either direction it was clear and Sabina was nowhere to be seen. They decided to split up, Jack taking the right and Roy the left, and set off in search for her. The long walkway connected the industrial areas on the periphery of the hotel, linking the two laundry rooms with the security offices and the back rooms of the casino, and with exit doors to the outside. Roy had moved only a few feet when two security guards rounded the corner.

				     “CIA. Don’t shoot!” Roy yelled before any stray bullets found their way towards him.

				     “We heard gunshots, what’s going on?” the taller of the guards asked straight away.

				     “We chased the shooter through here from the laundry room but we lost her…” but before Roy could finish the sound of a car engine roaring into life caught their attention. They ran towards the closest exit door, the guards leading the way, and pushed it open, breaking the small glass security seal as they went. But they got outside in time only to see Sabina, in her car, speeding past. Her window was wound down and as Roy and the guards ran out after her she let fire, spewing a hail of bullets towards them as she went. One of the guards was hit but Roy escaped unscathed, his quick reactions saving his life again. 

				     The guard lay on the ground. One bullet had hit him in the chest, lodging in his metal-plated vest and breaking a rib on impact, but the other had grazed the side of his head. Luck was on his side tonight too. He lay grasping his chest, tugging at the straps to loosen his vest, as blood trickled from the wound to his head, but it was just a scratch, the bullet glancing the side of his head across his temple, just above his ear. The blood ran down the side of his face and over his neck and shoulder but he was going to be okay. He pulled himself up and staggered over to the wall behind, his right hand pressed down hard over the wound. His breaths were short and strained and he couldn’t talk easily but he was alive and he motioned to Roy to leave him.

				     Roy ran off down the road after the car and met Jack who ran out from another exit from the hotel. 

				     “Where’d she go?”

				     “She sped off in a car that way,” Roy said pointing in the direction of the speeding car.

				     Jack looked and could see the car careering off towards the exit. Sabina put her foot down and clipped a number of cars as she sped through the parking lot and round the corner, hammering her way through the police cordon out into the main street where she accelerated off. 

				     Jack and Roy gave chase on foot; following her and running round to the front of the hotel where they were met by a hundred shocked faces, as the police onlookers couldn’t believe what had just happened. Without missing a beat, Jack ran up and commandeered the first black and white he got to, jumping into the driver’s seat as Roy leapt in beside him. He leaned out the window and flashed his ID to the bewildered police officer.

				     “Get an A.P.B. out for a dark coloured Lincoln Town Car. Black. Possibly blue. Lone female driver.” The cop looked stunned.

				     “And get a paramedic team to the rear of the building, there’s a guard down back there. Go! Do it now!” Jack bellowed and the cop sprang into action. 

				     “Yes sir.”

				     The wheels of the Las Vegas Patrol Car spun and the tyres screeched as Jack  slammed his foot to the floor. The car juddered for a moment as the burning rubber gripped the asphalt and it then lunged forward, leaving a trail of smoke in its wake, and Jack steered a hard left out of the parking lot. Pedestrians scattered as Jack hurtled across the neatly tended and mowed gardens at the front of the hotel and over the sidewalk. The traffic in the street, which was heavy in both directions, skidded to a halt as he drove across two lanes of the carriageway after Sabina, narrowly missing a pick-up truck that swerved out of the way and crashed into a fire hydrant.

				     “See if you can get the airborne!” Jack said and Roy grabbed the radio hanging from the dashboard. 

				     “This is unit…” and paused as he scrambled to see the car’s unit number, “…this is…err…unit twenty-two, requesting aerial assistance. We are heading north on south Vegas Boulevard in pursuit of a female driving a dark Lincoln Town Car. I repeat, a dark Lincoln. We’re heading towards the downtown area, past Sahara Avenue.”

				     Roy waited for a response from control. It only took a few seconds for the dead air of the radio to bristle with the information they needed.

				     “This is sky patrol. We have a visual. A dark Lincoln on the north of Vegas Boulevard, doing about fifty.”

				     Jack put his foot down and weaved in and out of the traffic. The siren was blaring and the light flashing, and he hammered on the horn, but none of the other vehicles seemed to notice, making Jack’s job to catch up with Sabina all the more perilous, for himself and for the others on the road. He swerved in and out, racing past the other cars on the inside and outside lanes with only inches to spare, pushing the car, and his driving skills, to the limit to catch up with her.

				     “Sky patrol, this is unit 22. We’re in pursuit, where is she now?”

				     “Right. I’ve got you. Keep going north. She’s still on the Boulevard. Passing Charleston and Bonneville, she’s heading for the city centre. Keep going, you’re on her!” 

				     Jack continued after her. He could see Sabina had been through there, and at great speed, from the damaged cars pulled up on the side of the road and the groups of people all congregated on the sidewalk.

				     “She’s turned off the Boulevard,” Sky Patrol said, “She’s done a left and is now on Bridger Avenue. You’ll be coming up on it in about twenty seconds. It’s a hard left so slow down!” But Jack ignored his advice. 

				     The Sky Patrol chopper was hovering above the city watching the action below and the two camera operators were keeping tracks on the two cars, one on Jack and one on Sabina. Sabina was tearing through the packed city streets with reckless abandon, ramming cars off the road and smashing through the lights in her plea for escape, but Jack was quickly making up ground. The two cars were clearly visible from the patrol’s unique vantage point, two small darting dots of combustion-propelled determination slicing through the city. 

				     Sabina raced down Bridger Street, which was just south of the downtown hotels and casinos of Fremont, cutting through traffic and she sped over the junction with Casino Center Boulevard, sending cars flying in all directions. 

				     “Stop! We have a collision,” Patrol said, “She has hit a civilian vehicle at the junction of Bridger Avenue and South First Street. I repeat she has come to a standstill on Bridger and First Street. The suspect is now on foot, and carrying what looks like a briefcase and something else. Shit…I’ve lost her!” Sabina ran from her car and down the street as the chopper’s searchlight scoped the street for her.

				     Jack was just turning into Bridger Street when the patrol said Sabina had crashed and it spurred him on. He sped down the road and skidded to halt where a man was pulling himself out of the car that Sabina had hit. His face and head were cut and his neck whiplashed in the collision but he was okay, and passers-by had rushed to his aid.

				     They were now only a few streets from the Golden Nugget casino they had been in earlier that night. It seemed like fate, returning to only a couple of hundred yards from where they had first been, and before the chopper pilot radioed his last sighting, Jack knew that that was where the chase would end. The chopper crew told him Sabina had run south down First Street but from there they had lost her and Jack and Roy gave chase, grabbing the radio from the car as they went. They ran down the street but couldn’t see anything and then suddenly something caught Jack’s eye. 

				     Sky patrol said she was carrying a case, but if she were fleeing for her life she wouldn’t have just left everything. He thought for a second about what could have been in the case, and looked around the street, and then all of a sudden he knew where to go.

				

				Chapter Thirty-One

				

				     Sabina had crawled from the wreckage of her car as steam rose from the engine, grabbing her pistol from the seat next to her. She had spent most of her bullets in her escape from the hotel and only had three left. She got out of the car and staggered to the trunk, wiping the blood from a cut above her left eye with her sleeve. She opened the trunk, took the case and a pump-action shotgun, and rushed off, throwing the keys away as she did so.

				     She hurried down the street ignoring the people watching her, running down the empty road clutching her shotgun tightly in her left hand. She knew that her pursuers would be on the scene quickly and that she had to work fast and so she ran into a multi storey car park on her right, set back just off the road.

				     She had run through the ground floor and was in the elevator at the back when Jack and Roy arrived outside. Jack knew Sabina would be looking for somewhere to plant her bomb and his instinct told him he would find her inside. The neighbouring stores were closed and a busy bar or casino would be too conspicuous, but the car park was perfect. Full of places she could hide a bomb, there would be few people around to see her and get in her way.

				     Sabina went up to the fourth floor and looked for a place to plant the bomb she was carrying in the brief case. The car park was almost full, with most of the bays boasting expensive sports cars and large saloons in keeping with the wealth and extravagance around. Sabina balked at the cars on display and picked her target carefully, walking up to a red Porsche parked against the far wall just yards from an elevator. She knelt down next to it and took out the bomb, setting the timer to detonate in fifteen minutes, and put it back in the case, pushing it safely under the rear of the car next to the wheel by the wall, safely out of sight.

				     Jack and Roy were inside the car park now and were searching for her. They didn’t have time to take each floor one at a time so they split up.

				     “You take the first two floors, I’m gonna go higher, if you find anything call me on the radio,” Jack said. 

				     “Okay. Be careful, she can really handle a piece!”

				     “Don’t worry. So can I. I’ll be ready for her.”

				     Roy took the stairs at the front and Jack crossed through the ground floor and went up the stairs at the back of the building. Roy began searching the first floor and Jack went up to the third. Back at the hotel, Sabina had run from floor to floor and Jack knew she would do the same here. She would have wanted to buy as much time as she could and so he knew he would find her on the upper floors, she having assumed they would search each floor one by one on their way up. 

				     The third floor was clear and he was walking up the stairs to the fourth when he heard the sound of breaking glass. He ran up and out of the doors but couldn’t at first see where the noise had come from. The floor was quiet and there wasn’t anyone about but he knew she was there somewhere. He pulled out his gun, slotted a new clip in and cocked it, and then began looking. He bent down to look under the cars but still couldn’t see anyone at all, not even the feet of someone standing still trying to hide but as he stood up Sabina’s location became all too clear. She sped out of one of the bays behind the wheel of a chrome-coloured Lexus she had hotwired and drove straight at Jack, who leapt out of the way, rolling over the hood of the car next to him and dropping his gun in the process. 

				     Sabina missed him completely and crashed into one of the concrete supporting pillars, but she reacted quickly and threw the car into gear, reversing the length of the floor in one go. Jack picked himself up and looked for his gun which he found under the car next to him, and ran after her, firing at the windshield. The glass shattered and he didn’t hit her but it was enough to cause her to lose control and she banked into a sided of parked cars, getting the car lodged firmly in the process. She tried to drive forward but it wouldn’t budge. She had hit the car behind with such force it had shot up and was resting partly on her car, the two fenders forming a mesh holding them together. Jack ran down after her but by the time he got anywhere near she had gotten out and was running for the stairwell. 

				     Jack fired at her again but she was obscured by the mass of cars and concrete supporting pillars in between them and he had no chance of hitting her. She was almost at the stairs when Jack rounded the last car and had a clean shot but as he took aim she turned round and pointed the shotgun at him, letting off three quick blasts. Jack dropped and ducked down behind the row of cars for cover and the shots sprayed over him. The car took the full force of the shots, smashing the windshield and bodywork. As Jack lay on the floor shielding his face, a torrent of glass and broken metal rained down on him from above as Sabina fired off round after round.

				     When he got up she was gone and he immediately gave chase, running to the stairs where he saw Roy coming up from the floors below. She hadn’t gone down and so the only place she could be was on the roof. 

				     They opened the door leading to the roof and could see Sabina pinned by the patrol chopper overhead behind one of the large exhaust fan outlets twenty yards in front of them. She was sitting on the ground tucking herself in as tight as she could to the aluminium side panelling of the vent as the chopper’s searchlight combed the roof for her but she saw Jack and Roy open the door and she opened fire. 

				     She was trapped, but they couldn’t get to her either, and now Sabina’s shotgun blasts had given away her position to the chopper, the pilot was manoeuvring round so the sharp shooter on the back could get a clear shot. Sabina fired at the door again, and then turned her weapon on the helicopter, firing at the cockpit. The pilot swung the controls and the chopper dipped suddenly just as the sniper took his shot and he showered the roof with bullets. 

				     “Don’t shoot god damn it!” Jack yelled into his radio, “Cease fire, Sky Patrol cease fire! We need her alive.”  

				     She was no use to them dead, and if the sniper killed her they would never find the remaining bombs. The chopper dived down the side of the building out of sight and out of Sabina’s line of fire, and as soon as it was gone she got up and ran to the access point on the other end of the roof. 

				     Jack waited to be sure the sniper wasn’t going to fire again - he didn’t want to get killed by blue-on-blue friendly fire before he could identify himself - and then he opened the door to the roof again but Sabina had gone.

				     He ran out and looked but she wasn’t there. Then he saw the small access point on the other side. It was a small metal ladder and he hadn’t seen it the first time he opened the door and he knew this was where Sabina had gone. If she had any smarts about her she would have seized her opportunity and made a dash for it whilst Jack and Roy were pinned down by the chopper.

				     He ran over and looked down the small gap and could see it only went down as far as one floor. He climbed onto the ladder and lowered himself down, not even looking to see if it was safe first. He wanted Sabina and that was all he could think about. Self-preservation didn’t even come into it. He gripped each step firmly as he climbed down, and he then jumped from the last rung onto the concrete below and looked around. 

				     He was tired and out of breath now, and he knew he couldn’t go on much further. His heart pounded in his chest and his throat was raw, and his legs felt like they were about to give up on him at any moment, but as he knelt down to catch his breath he looked around and saw Sabina. He pulled his weary body to his feet and started again. She was clever and was running for the ramps this time, avoiding the stairs, but her escape route was suddenly cut off by a car coming the other way. She fired at the driver, a middle-aged woman, who screamed and stopped the car. Sabina opened the door and pulled her out by her hair. The woman shrieked in pain and grabbed at Sabina but all this did was get in her way and Sabina turned round and with no thought at all, fired two shots into the woman’s chest, dropping her to the floor. 

				     She kicked the body away and jumped in the car and tried to reverse back down the ramp but she was too late, her time had run out, and Jack had caught up with her. He stood at the top of the ramp as she reversed away from him, steering wildly in her panic. She could see Jack standing tall with his legs apart at the top of the ramp pointing his gun and taking aim at her, a light in the ceiling directly over his head illuminating him as the single threat to her escape. And then he fired on her. As the car drove backwards picking up speed, the bullets flew through the windshield and struck Sabina, hitting her in the left arm and shoulder, and the car crashed into the side barrier as the ramp curled round behind her. It was perfect shooting.

				     Jack ran down the ramp, almost tripping as he went as his legs threatened to buckle

				under their exertion, and he could see Sabina sitting in the driver’s seat. He ran down with his pistol trained on her and could see her frantically looking for something. He walked up to the car until he was just a few yards away and only then could he see what she was so desperately looking for. Lying outside the car, only a few feet from the door, was her shotgun. 

				     “You looking for this?” he said, picking it up.

				     Sabina looked at him, and at the gun he held in his hands. It was over.

				     “Now get out of the fucking car!” he ordered and he threw the shogun under a nearby-parked car. 

				     Sabina moved slowly and without hesitation and she looked directly at Jack, right into his eyes as if she were saying something to him that only he could hear. As soon as she set foot out of the car, he grabbed her and pushed her backwards onto the hood. Roy had caught up now and he ran down the ramp to where they were and pointed his gun at Sabina allowing Jack to get his breath back. Jack was tired and exhausted, but he had got her. Still got the better of someone half his age. And although he wouldn’t admit it, it felt good.

				     “Roy, her shotgun is over there,” and Jack pointed to one of the parked cars. Roy went over and retrieved the weapon and discharged the shells from it, unseen by Sabina. 

				      With the gun in his hand he went back to Jack who was still gasping for his breath.

				     “Where are the bombs?” Jack shouted, “It’s over now, we gotcha!”

				     Sabina looked at him and half smiled.

				     “Tell us where they are, now! That’s your only hope of saving yourself.”

				     “Do you think after all of this I will tell you, you asshole?” said Sabina venomously.

				     Jack looked at her and without flinching raised his gun and shot her in the thigh. 

				     “Jesus Christ, Jack!” Roy exclaimed, “You’ll kill her!” But Jack didn’t listen.

				     Sabina screamed with the pain as the bullet hit her, and from such close range it went straight through her leg. She fell to the ground but Jack grabbed her and stood her up.

				     “Tell me, you bitch!” he yelled, but still she wouldn’t answer, so he pushed the barrel of his Browning into her wounded shoulder. Sabina screamed again but this time it was different. It was more guttural, and came not just from the pain, but from a place inside. Somewhere deep inside her, and it showed that her resistance had finally been broken. The barrel of the gun pushed through the torn flesh and ground on her exposed shoulder bone and it was too much for her. Right then and there, she gave up the bomb.

				     “It’s over there, under the Porsche.” 

				     “What about San Francisco and L.A. and any others?”

				     “There are no others,” Sabina wailed, “there was only two.” 

				     Jack pressed his gun again into her wound demanding she tell him the locations of the bombs. Sabina, unable to take any more punishment, gave up the locations of the bombs, and that was it. As quickly and as suddenly as the attacks had begun, just under a week earlier at Boston’s North station, the terrorist threat ended. She told them the name of the safety deposit box in the bank on Rodeo Drive in L.A. and she told them of the bomb outside the Post Office by Jefferson Square in San Francisco. 

				     “Keep an eye on her!” Jack said to Roy, “I’ll get the bomb from under the Porsche.”

				     “There’s no time,” Sabina laughed, “It’s set to blow in minutes. You’ll never make it out of here alive!”

				     “Well if we go, you go too!” Jack snapped at her as he ran over to the Porsche parked near the elevator, leaving Roy to watch her. He leaned down and looked underneath but all he could see was the low drop-frame chassis and the axels. For a moment he panicked, thinking they had got this far and caught Sabina but that he would lose it at the end unable to find the bomb, but then he spotted it. He could see the bag Sabina had planted it in. It was squeezed in tight by the front nearside wheel next to the wall. He lay down on the ground as low as he could get and with his arm at full stretch, he reached under and pulled the bag out slowly, and unzipped it. 

				     The counter on the bomb read seventeen seconds and was counting down. That was all the time he had. It wasn’t long enough to take the bomb out of the bag, or long enough to carry it over and force Sabina to deactivate it, he would have to do it himself, right then and there. He looked at the dial, and at the tiny liquid crystals counting down, and in that split second he decided what to do. It couldn’t be booby-trapped, she couldn’t possibly have had time. That’s what Jack thought and that was his decision. He had only eight seconds left to diffuse the bomb and before he thought about it again or changed his mind, he grabbed the three wires leading from the timer to the trigger and pulled them out.

				     The timer clicked down from six to five. And then stopped. The bomb was safe. Jack breathed a huge sigh of relief and then picked up the bag and walked back towards the ramp. 

				     When he got back, Roy was still pointing his pistol at Sabina. She stood holding her wounded shoulder, looking down at the ground, and an air of defeat hung over her. Jack opened his cell and called Nick Wolfe, telling him where the remaining bombs were placed. He hung up the phone and Wolfe passed on the information immediately and within minutes CIA agents were on their way, sirens blazing, steaming through the cities of San Francisco and Los Angeles to deactivate the bombs. It was finally over.

				     Sabina had given up, surprisingly and without warning she had just surrendered and given up all the information about everything she had done. Jack was too tired to think why and Sabina hid her reasons well. She didn’t care about Sulaiman’s cause, or the United States, and she didn’t care if the bombs went off now or not, but she wasn’t without a care completely. 

				     As Jack held the bomb in his hands she watched him. She looked as his heavy chest breathed in and out and as the sweat beaded on his forehead and ran down his face. And she stared at him with an intense look that gave away her only last real concern. She watched carefully, and the moment Jack let his guard slip for a moment, when he glanced over at Roy and then at the bag cradled in his arms, and at the bomb curled up inside it, she reached round to the back of her belt and pulled out the silencer-tipped gun that was concealed there. In one swift motion, and before Jack could react, she pulled the gun out with her right arm and swung it round and shot at Jack, knocking him back and into the wall. Before Roy could react, she had pointed the weapon at him too. 

				     “Throw down the gun and get on the ground!” Sabina cried.

				     Roy hesitated. With Jack down and Sabina pointing her gun at him, he had no other choice so he dropped his gun to the floor and kicked his and Jack’s handguns away under the parked cars. Sabina laughed and then hobbled over to Jack and stood over him. She looked at him, lying defenceless on the ground in front of her, smiled and then she pulled the trigger again. 

				     But nothing happened this time, the gun had jammed. 

				     Jack tried to get up but he couldn’t, his body was exhausted and with the gunshot to his chest it had finally succumbed. Sabina picked up the shotgun that was leaning up against a car close by and was about to fire again when she heard the sound of the chopper overhead. She looked up and could see its searchlights coming round the side of the building and then she limped hurriedly away to the elevator leaving a trail of blood, clutching the shotgun as she went. Roy was about to give chase when Jack called him and told him to stop.

				     “Let her go Roy! She won’t get far.” 

				     Roy looked puzzled but went to help his wounded friend. 

				     Once inside the elevator, Sabina frantically hit the buttons closing the doors, expecting Roy to be after her. But he wasn’t there. She turned around, the shotgun pointed directly at them now. 

				     “So long heroes!” she cried out as the doors closed, simultaneously aiming and pulling the trigger. 

				     But the gun didn’t fire. The chamber was empty and the shells were safely in Roy’s coat pocket. She looked in disbelief at the gun and tried in vain to pump it with her left arm but it was no use. The gun was empty. 

				     The doors closed and Sabina began the descent to the ground floor. She stood in the elevator, trapped inside its tomb-like six-by-four walls, clutching the empty shot gun under her arm with one hand clasped over her wounded thigh. The pain was agonizing but she still had the determination to try and escape and she thought for the seconds it took the elevator to reach the ground that she had made it.

				     “Jesus Christ, Jack, I thought you bought it!” Roy said.

				     Jack got up and sat down against the car. He reached in under his shirt and pulled at the bullet-proof vest.

				     “It’s like I say. Never leave home without it!”

				      Roy laughed and he helped Jack stand and together they walked over to the front wall of the car park. Downstairs on the ground, a swarm of police cars and agents had arrived and had sealed off the scene. The chopper flew overhead, its searchlight beaming down on the entrance to the car park, as officers took their positions at the front of the building, all guns trained on every available exit point. 

				     Jack leaned over and shouted down, “Don’t shoot, we’re federal agents. The bomber is coming down in the elevator. She’s got a shotgun.”

				     More cars pulled up at the rear and Wolfe’s men ensured the building was surrounded. There was no way out.

				     Sabina looked up at the light over the door and could see she was almost at the ground floor. Freedom was almost there, almost hers for the taking. The funereal elevator reached the ground floor, the doors parted and Sabina stepped out into the aim of the fifty strong officers and agents whose guns were trained on her. She stopped and looked around for a moment, looking at the parked cars and the officers behind them all looking squarely at her. 

				     She attempted to pump the shotgun in defiance but as she did so the Federal Agents and Police opened fire on her and a hail of bullets gunned her down. The force sent her reeling back into the elevator and she was dead long before she hit the floor, the walls of the elevator covered in her blood. Her body fell down, limp and lifeless like so many others that had fallen by way of her hand, and that was to be her fate, cocooned unceremoniously but fittingly in a public elevator. 

				     Sixty feet above them Jack and Roy watched on, leaning over the wall on the fourth floor.

				     Roy looked on as the marksmen moved in on her dead and torn body.

				     “She called us ‘heroes’, Jack!”

				     Jack clutched his wounded shoulder and turned to his friend, “There are no heroes, just a dead terrorist! Come on, I’ll buy you a beer out of my winnings.” 

				

				THE END
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