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PROLOGUE

Early-morning patrols usually left Police Constable Cedric Gilby feeling as if he had outlived his usefulness, and this one was no different. As he walked along the Tower Hamlets streets when the sun was barely even close to peeking over the horizon, the chance of coming across any real crime was pretty slim.
Occasionally he saw the residual effects of something criminal that happened in the night, but usually, all of the miscreants had finished their mischief long before Cedric was on duty. On this particular morning, he didn’t expect to see anything more criminal than some graffiti, or perhaps a little bit of leftover vandalism from the over exuberant gangs that roamed the streets at night.
And then, of course, there were the occasional drunken sleepers. They would turn up on the side of the street or down an alleyway, sometimes sleeping in somebody’s flower bed. There were a couple of those up ahead, now, and he quickened his pace a bit. It wouldn’t do for Mrs. McGillicuddy to wake up and find delinquents among her roses.
“Oi!” Cedric said, kicking the first of them in the foot. “Get up, time to go home.”
There was no response, so he kicked the foot again. When that still didn’t elicit at least a grumble, he leaned down and grabbed the punk by the arm. A quick tug put him onto his back, and that’s when Cedric saw his face.
If you could call it a face. There was something terribly wrong with it, a dark cast of some sort over the skin around the cheeks and mouth.
“Here, what’s this?” He turned and looked at the second person lying there, and realized that that one had the same dark discoloration. He stared for a moment, stepped back and gathered his thoughts, then took up his personal radio. “Northumberland, twenty-seven. I need some help out here, I’ve got two dead bodies, some sort of discoloration on the faces.”
There was static for moment, and then the dispatcher came back. “Twenty-seven, did you say discoloration on the face?”
“Yes, that’s right. Some sort of dark discoloration on the lower part of the face, on both of them.”
“Twenty-seven, stand by. Twenty-seven, avoid all contact with other persons. Keep everyone away from the bodies and from yourself. What is your location?”
“Um—I’m on Chalgrove Road, where it meets Foyle Road. This is something I ought to be worried about?”
“Twenty-seven, stand by. Someone is on the way to you. Keep everyone away, and don’t get close to anybody.”
Cedric signaled that he would comply with the orders, then stepped away from the bodies a few feet. He looked down at his hands, especially his right hand, which actually touched one of the bodies, and wondered if he had somehow become contaminated.
A siren cut the air, its warbling sending a chill down his spine. Two patrol cars pulled out, followed by an ambulance and another vehicle, the hazardous material vehicle. Two men climbed out of that one wearing what looked like spacesuits, and they approached Cedric carefully.
“Those are the bodies, then?” asked one of the men. “Did you touch them?”
Cedric pointed at the first body. “Yeah, I grabbed his arm to roll him over. Is there something contagious about them?”
“Let’s see your hand,” the man in the spacesuit said. Cedric held it out, and the man sprayed something onto it, then held onto his wrist as he looked carefully at Cedric’s palm. “All right, good, looks like you didn’t come into contact with anything. Do you know if anyone else disturbed them?”
“Not far as I know,” Cedric replied. “Only they were like this when I got here, that’s all I know. Didn’t see anybody about, I just thought they were sleeping it off.”
“Yes, well, they’ll be sleeping this one off for a long time. You see that black stuff? We don’t know what it is yet, but it’s some sort of poison. If you’d gotten any on you, you probably would’ve been dead by the time we got here.”
Cedric looked at his hand, which was glowing pink from the spray the man had put on it. “But this stuff says I’m good, right?”
“Yeah, but I knew that already. Like I said, if you had touched any of it, you would have been dead before we showed up.”
Cedric looked at him, then watched as he and his partner laid out big plastic bags. The two of them picked up the bodies and laid them inside the bags, then sealed them tight with zippers and gaskets. Once they were sealed inside, they loaded them onto gurneys and rolled them into the ambulance. That was when Cedric noticed that even the ambulance attendants were wearing the spacesuits.
The vehicles rolled away and Cedric was left standing there. A constable stepped out of one of the patrol cars and walked up to him. He held out what looked like a surgical mask and motioned for Cedric to put it on.
“We’re supposed to bring you to hospital,” the man said. “You’re to wear that until we get there, and an inspector will be coming to speak to you while you are there.”
Cedric nodded, his eyes wide as he put on the mask. Without another word, he climbed into the back of the patrol car and let them drive him away while he stared out the window at the city rolling by. He wondered what it would be like if he had been exposed to whatever poison had killed those two young men. Would he feel a lot of pain?  He tried to remember what the scene had actually looked like, but all he could actually remember was the dark, shadowy discoloration around their faces.
What kind of poison can do that? he wondered. Granted, he was not a real investigator, but there was something about this whole situation that was bothering him. Those lads were probably alive and healthy only a few hours earlier, most likely out gallivanting about and having fun. Could it be something they got into with drugs? Maybe it wasn’t poison after all, maybe it was just some sort of overdose. Surely there could be side effects like that to some of the drugs that were running wild on the street, couldn’t there?
The car pulled up in front of the hospital, and one of the policemen stepped out to open his door for him. He got out of the car and looked at the policeman, who simply pointed toward the door into the Accident and Emergency Department. Cedric nodded and walked through the door, where a nurse seemed to be waiting specifically for him.
“Constable Gilby?”
“Yes, that’s me,” Cedric replied.
“Come this way, please,” the nurse said, “and do not remove your mask until a doctor tells you to.”
“Have I been exposed to something?” Cedric asked as he followed her down a hallway. “Only I’d like to call my wife, if I’m in some sort of danger.”
“We don’t know as yet,” the nurse said. “At the moment, we’re waiting for word from the Medical Examiner as to just what exposure you might’ve had.” She stopped and turned to look at him, her eyes gentle. “Please don’t be alarmed,” she said. “It’s actually most likely that you’ve not been exposed to anything, but we have to take certain precautions. We actually don’t know yet whether we are dealing with a poison or some sort of biological agent.”
“But it was just two lads,” Cedric said. “Couple of Broadwater boys, likely. Who would use a biological agent?”
The nurse stood and looked at him for a moment, then sadly shook her head. “I’m afraid that’s something we haven’t figured out quite yet. The trouble is, there have been a few others who have turned up the same way. The first one was a young lady at Croydon Station, and we didn’t know to take these precautions, then. She had the same discolorations, but everyone who touched her came down with the same symptoms and died within a matter of minutes.” She cocked her head to one side. “How long has it been since you found the bodies?”
“Why, nigh onto an hour and a half, thereabouts,” Cedric said.
The nurse smiled. “Then I can safely say you were not exposed. Believe me, Constable, you would already be showing symptoms if you had. Come along, the doctors are waiting. They’ll just confirm what I’m saying, and you can be on your way.”
The flood of relief that went through Cedric almost knocked him down, but he managed to remain on his feet and follow the nurse. “Oi, I was told to expect a police inspector to meet me here. Is he here yet?”
The nurse glanced over her shoulder and smiled again. “She is,” she said. “She’s waiting with the doctors for you.”
Cedric felt his face turn a little red, because he had naturally assumed the inspector would be male. When they entered the examination room, he glanced around and spotted her, and then he felt faint once again.
“Good morning, Cedric,” Inspector Charlotte Winningham said. “You’re just always sticking your foot into something, aren’t you?”
Nervously, Cedric smiled into the face of the woman who had tried repeatedly to get him fired, then remembered that she couldn’t see past the mask. “Well, and it’s not my fault, is it? I was just doing my rounds, just like I was supposed to. Not my fault these blokes decided to drop dead on my beat.”
“Of course not,” she said. “I’m only here to get your statement, in case it’s too late to get it later.”
“Yes, well,” Cedric said, “no worries there. The nurse says I’m likely no danger, or I’d be showing symptoms already.”
Winningham smiled, but Cedric caught the hint of a scowl in it. “How wonderful,” she said dryly. “Then perhaps you could tell me what you saw this morning.”
“What I saw? I saw two dead blokes, and both of them with the skin around the mouth turning gray. At first I thought they were only sleeping, maybe passed out from the night’s revelry, but then I saw they were dead. Soon as I saw that, I called in and that’s when I found out they’d been poisoned or something.”
The inspector looked closely into his eyes. “And you saw nothing to indicate what might’ve happened to them?”
Cedric spread his arms in a gesture of bewilderment. “’S like I told you,” he said. “They were dead when I found them. I don’t know anything else.”
Winningham’s smile had faded away. “No,” she said. “Of course you don’t.” She started to turn away, then stopped and looked back at him. “Don’t discuss this with anyone else without my permission,” she said. “We are keeping this all rather quiet for the moment. It might be less than helpful for your career if the broadsheets were to get any information about it. Do I make myself clear?”
Cedric bit back the scathing reply he wanted to throw at her. “Perfectly clear,” he said. “I’ll say nothing.”
The smile returned, still holding the sense of repugnance. “See to that, will you?” She turned and walked out as a pair of doctors moved in. One of them obviously wanted to draw blood, and Cedric let out a sigh.
He hated needles. Hated them.
* * * * *
Catherine Potts was known to be a very special person at MI6, and there were those in the organization who were careful to stay on her good side. Over the past couple of years, it had become known—although, never quite confirmed—that she was the British liaison to the American assassination organization known as E & E, the only person in the entire British intelligence community who could request an assassination on behalf of the British government. In addition, she had also been appointed as the Queen’s Royal Ambassador-at-Large, often sent around the world on a moment’s notice to express the wishes of the queen in matters both diplomatic and civil.
Either way, she was a force to be reckoned with. Nobody at MI6 wanted to be the person to piss her off.
Catherine was fully aware of the awe with which she was viewed, and had learned many different ways to use it to her advantage. Most days, she simply pretended the situation did not exist, which was guaranteed to make everyone around her slightly nervous. After all, being able to request the help of the American government in eliminating someone that she alone had decided was a threat to British national security made her an extremely powerful person. According to all the rumors, nobody in the government or the Secret Service was authorized to overrule her on that decision; that seemed to indicate that simply being a nuisance to her could be enough to get you killed.
In reality, Catherine was not authorized to make any such decision on her own. If any agency of the British government decided that someone needed to be eliminated, and that the help of E & E was needed, it was simply a matter of policy to have Catherine present the request. Mr. Lambril, or any other department head, could initiate such a request on their own, without involving her.
On a particular Monday morning in mid-August, Catherine walked into her office to find the entire staff keeping their eyes averted as she went by. This was usually a sign that there was something going on, something that was going to involve one of her extra personae, and she was therefore not terribly surprised to find a recently decoded communiqué from Allison Peterson, Director of E & E. The seal on the envelope indicated that it had been decoded by Edwin Longmont, who was the ciphers officer for all things related to international liaison activities.
“BritLi,” it began, the interdepartmental shorthand for British Liaison, indicating that the message that followed was for her eyes only. “Team Camelot in residence Avalon. Recent situations justify a vacation, so the visit is non-official. Please advise Her Majesty that there are no actions currently in operation or planned within the U.K.”
Catherine grinned. Avalon was the department’s codename for Feeney Manor, the estate that had been purchased during a strange time a year earlier when Team Camelot was actually being hunted by agents of the U.S. government. Those agents were under the control of a terrorist organization, but it was necessary for the team to go into hiding. The E & E station chief, Leon Kendall, had received top-secret orders from Neverland instructing him to provide them with cover identities under names that had already been given to them by the station chief in Barcelona, Spain. He had also been informed that they should be independently wealthy, so he had created an online book selling website and set them up as its owners. While the website did earn money, the nearly unlimited funds he placed at their disposal was considerably more than it was ever likely to make in reality.
When that situation had come to an end, it was because of the efforts of Team Camelot. As a reward, they were allowed to keep the estate as their personal getaway, and this was the first actual recreational visit they had made since that time.
On the other hand, Allison’s statement that they were there only for vacation was bound to be considered camouflage by her associates. After all, would an organization like E & E ever admit to being on a mission inside a friendly country? Catherine suspected that a few of her coworkers might be worried that the message was intended to confirm that E & E was in the country in order to take one of them out.
She grinned again. At least she wouldn’t have to worry about any of them trying to give her problems for the next few days.
The next envelope hadn’t come through the code room. It was addressed directly to her, and the source indicator in the upper left-hand corner bore only a green letter “C,” which meant that it had come straight from the Office of the Chief of SIS. Ever since the days of its first director, Captain Sir Mansfield Smith-Cumming, RN, it had been a standard practice for the chief to use that single initial in green ink as a signature for all interdepartmental communiqués.
Glancing up quickly to be sure no one was likely to walk in on her while she had the message in front of her, she sliced open the envelope and took out the single sheet of paper.
“Kitty-Cat,” it began. “Kitty-Cat” was the inappropriately affectionate nickname Catherine had been given by Mr. Lambril not long after he was sworn in as the new chief a few years earlier. It was he, in fact, who had recommended her for the liaison post she now occupied, probably because he was her uncle. “There have been three incidents in the last forty-eight hours that involved suspicious deaths from some sort of poison that has yet to be identified. MI5 is convinced we are looking at a potential act of terrorism, but there is literally nothing on any international chatter to support that theory. I want you to take charge of the situation, using whatever assets might be available, and yes, I’m fully aware that some of your Yank friends are hanging about.” It was signed at the bottom with the same green “C.”
Potential acts of terrorism? She’d heard something about some unidentified poison on the radio news just that morning, but nothing had crossed her desk in connection to it. She slipped the message back into its envelope and placed it inside a desk drawer, then leaned back and closed her eyes for a moment.
The first thing she would need would be the files from MI5. She couldn’t even begin to guess what type of investigation could be necessary until she saw what they had already done. The boys over at 5 were generally pretty thorough, so it was almost intimidating to realize they had been unable to come up with any answers. It was days like this that made her wish her superiors didn’t have so much confidence in her.
She opened her eyes and sat forward again, then picked up the phone on her desk and dialed an extension. Two floors down and on the other end of the building, one of her favorite agents picked up.
“Lingenfelter,” he said.
“Albert, it’s Catherine. I’m afraid we’ve work to do. My office, good lad.” She hung up without bothering to wait for a reply, and smiled to herself as she imagined Albert Lingenfelter bursting into laughter at being called a lad. He was far enough up in years to be thinking seriously about what he planned to do with his retirement, while Catherine had quite a few years to go before she even had to worry about anything along that line.
Downstairs, Albert blinked as he put the phone back in its cradle. Like everyone else in that section, he had heard that the Yanks were back in the country, but he got along well enough with Catherine not to worry about his own safety. If she was calling him up to her office, that could only mean there was something serious coming down the pike. He picked up his coffee cup and filled it from the urn before he headed for the elevators.
Catherine was relaxing in her chair when he arrived, but she opened her eyes and became instantly businesslike as soon as he shut the office door behind him. He sat in the chair in front of her desk, one he had occupied many times in the past, and saluted her with his coffee cup.
“What? You didn’t bring me a cup?” Catherine asked. She followed that up with a smile. “I’m joking, already had mine this morning. What do you know about the suspicious poisonings around the city?”
Albert shrugged. “Five has it,” he said. “Simple police matter, I thought. Somebody telling you different?”
“C wants us to take over the investigation, and he’s dumped it on me. That means I get to dump it on you, so get over to Thames House and find out everything you can. We want their entire file, including any speculation they might have. When you get back, then start setting up a team. We need to know what this is all about, and we need to know it quickly.”
Albert looked at her for a moment, obviously hesitating.
“What?” she asked.
“It’s only that we don’t do anything domestically,” Albert replied. “That’s why five has it. It’s an internal domestic problem, not one of our international fiascoes.”
“Yes, well, C seems to think otherwise. If this turns out to be related to terrorism, there is bound to be an international component somewhere in the mix. We only have to follow orders, Albert, so go rattle Box 500 and see what they know, will you?”
“Can I finish my coffee, first?”
Catherine looked at him and grinned. “Only if you do it in the next ten seconds.”
Albert sighed, then tipped the cup up and swallowed its contents as quickly as he could. When he was finished, he tossed the paper cup into her trash can as he got up and turned toward the door.
“Albert?” Catherine said. “Don’t let them give you any static over there. If they try, just let them know that it will annoy me. Surely, someone over there knows that’s a mistake, yes?”
“If they don’t,” Albert said with a smile, “I’ll make sure to explain it to them.”




ONE

There was fog laying on the grounds around Feeney Manor, but the sun was rising and it was sure to be gone before long. Noah let Sarah sleep in a little longer, taking the time to see to morning necessities and get a shower. By the time he came out with just a towel around his waist, she was awake and looking at him from the bed.
“I wonder how long we’ll get to stay,” she said. “Did Allison give you any indication?”
“Not directly,” Noah said, “but I told her we needed at least a month off. Jenny is still having a rough time after the last mission, and I’m not sure she’s ready to go back into the field.”
“Parker said she is. That’s his job to know those things, right? Do you have some reason to doubt him on this particular case?”
“Nothing I can put my finger on,” Noah said. “I saw her face, though, when she realized she couldn’t pull the trigger. Jenny prides herself on being able to carry out her mission, no matter what it is, but even with Allison telling her to her face that it was okay to go ahead and kill her, Jenny couldn’t do it. I’m not sure that isn’t going to affect her in the future.”
“Noah,” Sarah said, sounding exasperated. “Allison is family. You know, we all had to walk away from family when we joined E & E, and Allison has become a lot like a mother figure to some of us. I know she is to me, and I’m pretty sure Jenny feels the same way. It was probably just a case of not being able to pull the trigger on a woman she loves. Maybe you could do that if you had to, but I suspect most of us couldn’t.”
“I’m aware of that,” Noah said. “And I already concluded that was the reason she couldn’t do it, but I’m afraid it may force her to see her future victims as more than just targets. That could be a serious problem for her, because she’s always managed to see them as less than human. That goes back to her first kill, the men who raped and murdered her sister; to her, they weren’t human beings, just animals that needed to be put down. I think she’s transferred that feeling onto all of the targets she’d been given, up until now, as a means of justifying what she does to them. If she loses that ability, she may become incapable of killing again.”
Sarah sat up in the bed, letting the sheet fall away from her. Her bare breasts caught Noah’s attention, and she wasn’t terribly surprised when he dropped the towel and crawled back onto the bed.
Unfortunately, she wasn’t finished. “Don’t get frisky now,” she said. “Has Neil said anything to you about her?”
Noah shook his head, rolling over onto his side. “No,” he said. “I think Neil is just hoping she’s over it, that she’s back to being the old Jenny. I don’t think he’s even noticed that she’s being more submissive to him than she was before. Not sure if you caught it, but she’s always chosen something different from whatever he orders when we go to restaurants. The last few days, she just takes whatever he’s getting. That makes me think she might not be trusting her own judgment anymore.”
“Look, there’s a big difference between picking what to have for dinner and knowing when to kill somebody. I think, when the time comes, she’ll do whatever has to be done.”
She tossed off the rest of the covers and stood up, then walked straight to the bathroom. Noah watched her, then got up and started putting on his own clothes. By the time Sarah came out twenty minutes later, he was fully dressed and watching a news program on the television.
They had arrived at Feeney Manor the previous afternoon and had been welcomed by Thomas, the butler. He had expressed his delight at seeing them again, and told them that his entire family was delighted to have “the new owners” in residence once more. In fact, he said, his wife Caroline was preparing a very special dinner as a form of celebration: roast duck with orange sauce and savory stuffing that would, he assured them, be the best they had ever tasted.
Some introductions had been in order, since Marco’s girlfriend, Renée, had recently joined the team. She was now sporting a beautiful wedding ring, and was introduced to Thomas and the others as the new Mrs. Davis.
“Just call me Rita,” she said politely. “Mrs. Davis makes me think of my mother-in-law.”
Thomas beamed and welcomed her to the estate.
Team Camelot had acquired the estate during an earlier mission, when it was temporarily necessary for them to lay low and stay out of sight. Using a special fund that was set up for emergency purposes and kept out of the official ledgers of E & E, the London station chief, Leon Kendall, had purchased the estate for them. They were using new identities at the time, so Thomas and his family, and all of the other servants of the estate, knew them as Travis and Penny Lightner (Noah and Sarah), Gary and Stacy Jamison (Neil and Jenny), and now John and Rita Davis (Marco and Renée. According to their cover stories, they owned a website that was making them a lot of money, enabling them to live the good life.
“I think Jenny will be okay,” Sarah said as she pulled on a pair of jeans. “Besides, I know you. You’ll be watching out for her, just like you do for all of us.”
“Well, hopefully we won’t have to worry about it anytime soon. This is honestly supposed to be a vacation, and that’s exactly how I want to use the time. Let’s go down to breakfast and we can start thinking about just how to act like tourists for the next few weeks.”
“Is everybody else up?” Sarah asked.
“Just a minute,” Noah said. His eyes narrowed, and he softly said, “Activate all.” He waited a couple of seconds, then said aloud, “Who’s awake?”
In their last mission, Noah and the team had been introduced to what Wally called “Sub- coms,” special micro-miniature transceivers that were implanted against the skull just behind their ears. Using these, they could communicate amongst themselves without anyone being aware of it. The devices could pick up the slightest whisper, so soft that someone standing a foot away would not hear it, and transmit it to one or more of the other units within range. The built-in microphone was also sensitive enough to pick up sounds around each of them, so that the others could hear what was going on in the general vicinity.
“We are,” Neil said, and both Noah and Sarah heard him clearly. Marco answered a second later. “I’m in the shower,” he said. “Be done in just a minute.”
Renée, who had just received her implant a couple of days earlier, said, “I’m up. Sleepyhead didn’t want to get out of bed, I’ve been up for an hour.”
“All right,” Noah said. “We’re going to head down to breakfast shortly, so we can start planning how to enjoy our time off.”
“Neil’s not quite ready for breakfast,” Jenny said with a chuckle. “We’ll meet you down there in a few minutes.”
“Sounds good,” Noah said. “Turn off subcom.” His unit turned off instantly, and Sarah did the same.
“Give me a couple of minutes,” she said, “I’ve still got to put on makeup. You can go on down if you want, just make sure they have some of that good coffee when I get there.” She blew him a kiss. “Love you.”
Noah stood up and walked over to her, took her face between his fingers and kissed her properly. “I love you, too,” he said, and then he walked out the door.
Marco and Renée, a.k.a. John and Rita, were just coming out of their own room.
“Morning, boss,” Marco said. “Where’s Sarah?”
Renée dug an elbow into his ribs. “Penny,” she corrected him. “It’s Penny, as long as we’re here.”
“Painting her face,” Noah replied. “I’m going on down to get ready for breakfast. You guys coming now?”
“Right behind you.” Marco held Renée’s hand as they followed him down the stairs and into the smaller dining room. The table was already set and there were two large pots of coffee waiting, so the three of them sat and poured their own cups.
“So,” Marco said after taking a sip of his coffee, “what are we going to do for the next couple weeks? Any ideas?”
Noah looked at him. “I’m sure the ladies will find shopping to be fun, and there are plenty of things we can take in around London. I would like to get in some hunting while we’re here, I haven’t been hunting in many years.”
Thomas had entered the room as he was speaking, and smiled. “As it happens, I’ve become familiar with your American versions of hunting, so I think I know what you refer to. Are you thinking of game birds or deer?”
Noah grinned at him. “Well, probably a little of both. Do you have any recommendations on where I should try?”
“The back of this estate is heavily wooded, and quite well populated with red deer. However, I should point out that if you plan to shoot the deer, that is referred to as deer stalking, rather than hunting. Hunting is when one rides on horseback and follows the hounds. It does not involve shooting. As far as game birds, we are well endowed with pheasants and grouse, and there is a large population of rabbits on the grounds. I can arrange for the lads to act as beaters, if you wish.”
Noah started to speak, but Marco cut him off. “Beaters? What does that mean?”
“In traditional game shooting, beaters are employed to drive the game toward the shooters. Normally, the shooters all stand along a line on one side of the property, generally some meters apart, while the beaters drive the game toward them. As they break from cover, the shooters may take aim and fire.”
Marco looked over at Noah and grinned. “Sounds like my kind of hunting,” he said. “Beats the dickens out of sitting in a blind and hoping something will come by.”
“I’m sure we’ll give it a try,” Noah said. “Let’s see what the ladies have in mind before we make any decisions, shall we?”
“Have in mind about what?” Sarah asked as she entered the room. Noah glanced around to see Neil and Jenny right behind her. Jenny was smiling from ear to ear, and Neil’s face was red.
“John and I are thinking of doing some hunting,” he said. “Thomas says there are deer on the estate. He was just explaining to us about the way hunting is done here in England.”
“Oh,” Sarah said. “Is it hunting season?”
They all turned and looked at Thomas, who smiled. “Under the Regulations of the Wildlife Act, the previous owners registered the estate as a wildlife farm, which means that the owners of the estate and any person authorized by the owners are permitted to shoot any game or animals within the grounds, regardless of season. I take the liberty of seeing to the annual renewal of the license, myself. The lads occasionally stalk deer for the purpose of keeping venison in the larder, and we often stock up on duck, goose and pheasant in this way. Being the owners, you are therefore always authorized to hunt on your own property.”
Jenny suddenly broke into a smile. “We’re going hunting? I’ve never been hunting, that sounds like fun.”
Renée laid a hand on her shoulder. “It’s not hunting, Stacy,” she said, using Jenny’s cover name. “Over here, they call it stalking or shooting.”
“Awesome. I’m in.” She turned to Neil. “Gary?”
The tall, skinny young man grinned. “Might as well,” he said. “I could use some exercise.”
Thomas beamed at the entire group. “Very well,” he said. “I shall inform the lads, and they can begin preparing. May I suggest we schedule this event for tomorrow morning?”
Noah glanced around at the others, who all seemed pleased with the suggestion. “That sounds good,” he said. “At the moment, though, I think we all want to hunt down breakfast.”
“Indeed. Caroline is making an American breakfast for you, eggs and bacon and sausage with potatoes and onion. I hope this will be to your liking?”
“Sounds great to me,” Neil said, and the rest echoed him.
Thomas clapped his hands twice, and the door from the kitchen opened. Caroline, Thomas’ wife, along with two young women, brought out the food and began serving it onto the plates in front of each chair. The third girl carried a large carafe of coffee, and poured for each of them.
They thanked the servers and dug in. Breakfast was delicious, and provided the perfect setting for the amiable conversation that took place around the table, once the servants had returned to the kitchen and Thomas had gone his own way.
“So,” Sarah said, “we’re going hunting tomorrow. Does that mean we can go shopping today?”
“Oh, shopping,” Renée said, smiling. “This is the first time I’ve ever gotten to come to England, and I intend to get some shopping in.” She looked at Marco. “You can get by without me for a few hours, can’t you?”
“It’ll be hard,” Marco said with a straight face, “but I’m sure I can find something to occupy myself.”
“I know I can,” Neil said, and then lowered his voice. “I got an email from the Dragon Lady this morning. She wants me to set up a videoconferencing system over here. I’m going to need to make a trip into London to get everything it’ll take.”
“Videoconferencing?” Noah asked. “Did she say why? Is there something going on?”
“No clue. She just told me to get it set up as soon as I could, so I figure that means getting on it today.”
“Then I suppose the best idea would be for all of us to head into London. I was thinking of buying a car, something to tinker with when we’re over here. The girls could take the Bentley, and we’ll take the Land Rover.”
“Oh, I get to drive the Bentley?” Sarah asked with a smile. “Eat up, girls, I’ve been itching to get behind the wheel of that beauty.”
They all finished eating a few minutes later and went upstairs to get ready for the day. Sarah, Jenny and Renée changed into dresses, while the men decided to simply go casual. A half-hour later, they walked out to the garage and started toward London, with Sarah leading in the beautiful, old Bentley T2.




TWO

“Albert,” said Victor St. John. “You’re here over the poisonings?”
Albert Lingenfelter settled into the chair in front of St. John’s desk. “C told us to take over,” he said. “Was up to me, I’d leave it in your lap. What can you tell me about it so far?”
“I can tell you it’s a bloody nightmare,” St. John replied. “Eight different laboratories in the city are trying to determine just what the agent is, but so far they’ve come up with nothing. We know that it kills quickly, usually within thirty minutes. The only symptoms are fever and discoloration of the skin wherever the victim came in contact with it. There are absolutely no clues as to how it’s being vectored, no witnesses have reported seeing anything strange around the victims, and the victims so far are from such diverse portions of society that we can’t come up with anything to connect them. Without some way to tie this all together, we can’t even speculate as to a motive. Your guess is every bit as good as mine, at this point.”
“What about volume? How much of this stuff does it take to kill?”
“That’s another bloody problem. Each of the victims has only the slightest trace amounts of this unknown substance in the blood. We know that it’s contacted through the skin, but unless it naturally breaks down in the body, we have to assume that it takes very little. The latest speculation is perhaps half a milligram. Simply get it on your skin, and you’ll be dead before you even know what’s happening.”
“Through the skin, eh? But there’s no sort of patch or anything, like they use to help people stop smoking? That absorbs through the skin, right?”
St. John shook his head. “Again, we got nothing but speculation,” he said, “but it appears there’s nothing involved in transmitting this poison, or at least nothing we can find. One of the lab techs speculated that it might be a swab, just a little bit on a cotton-tipped stick. Touch somebody with it, and there’s absolutely no hope of saving them.”
“Terrible. Do we know anything on the mechanism? What it does to the body that causes death?”
“Now, there is a consensus, but it’s not definite. It appears that the substance renders blood cells incapable of carrying oxygen in sufficient quantities to sustain life. That’s based on blood tests taken after the very first secondary victims began to show symptoms. Blood oxygen levels were down to 75%, which is far too low, and got even lower at the point of death. Good chance that’s how it actually kills, and it could be a factor in the discoloration of the skin.”
Albert nodded. “Yes, if the blood that first comes in contact with it suddenly becomes deprived of oxygen, the skin would discolor, wouldn’t it? I’ll need a copy of everything, your entire file. Also, I want a sample sent to our own laboratory. Not saying ours is any better than yours, but the more eyes we have looking at this, the better.”
“Don’t apologize, I’m happy to be rid of it. Just do me the favor of letting me know what you find, will you? This may be terrorism, but right now I’m leaning toward a simple madman. The last thing I need is a serial killer who doesn’t leave a trace behind.”
Albert got to his feet. “You have my word,” he said. “Let’s gather it up quickly, so I can get back and get started. I’ve been ordered to set up a team to begin the investigation, and I need to brief them as soon as I can.”
St. John picked up the phone on his desk and pushed a button. “Genevieve? I’m sending Albert Lingenfelter down. Give him the entire file on Touch of Death. Yes, everything. Good lass, he’s on his way.”
He hung up the phone and looked up at Albert. “Two floors down, first door to the left of the elevator. Genevieve Roth will have everything for you by the time you get there.”
The two men shook hands and Albert left the office. He walked down the hall toward the elevator, rode it down two floors and found Genevieve just where St. John had said. The woman looked to be in her fifties, but the sheer terror in her eyes was enough to make Albert nervous. She handed him a thick file folder.
“This frightens you?” Albert asked her.
The gray-haired woman nodded. “More than anything else I’ve ever seen in this job,” she said. “We’re calling it the Touch of Death, because it leaves no kind of mark on the body. It’s literally like Death walked by and laid a finger on each of the victims, taking their souls without even slowing down.”
Albert grinned. “Been reading a lot of Terry Pratchett lately? Death was one of his favorite characters, I believe.”
“Not this one,” Genevieve said. “His Death was handicapped because he cared about people, but this one—this one only seems to care about causing more death.”
Albert looked into her eyes for a moment. “Don’t worry, love,” he said. “We’ll find him, and if he’s thin and bony and wearing a black robe, I’ll use his own bloody scythe to take his head off.”
Genevieve swallowed, but tried to smile. “I certainly do hope so.”
With the file under his arm, Albert left the building and got into his car. He sat for a moment behind the wheel and simply flipped through the pages, taking note of a few passages that seemed to jump out at him.
Victims seem unconnected. First victim was found in Croydon, then two more in Harrow, another in Battersea Park, then three in Hampstead Heath. The first victim, a young woman, resulted in the deaths of two paramedics who had tried to determine what happened to her. Both of them perished in the back of the ambulance before it ever got to the hospital. Another paramedic died after touching the Harrow victims. Prophylactic precautions have been ordered for all paramedics and medical staff since then, but there have been at least three other coincidental deaths among those who discovered the bodies…
Thus far, all laboratories report detecting an unknown substance. The substance appears to be chemical in nature, but its chemical composition and molecular structure have never been seen before. It appears to act by breaking down hemoglobin in red blood cells, reducing their ability to transport oxygen to other parts of the body. This condition, known as hypoxemia, can lead to hypoxia which results quickly in coma followed by death. At this time, there is no survival rate.
Albert closed the file and dropped it on the seat beside him, then started the car. He drove directly back to Vauxhall Cross and went to his office, where he began composing a list of agents for his team.
Charles Wimbley was the first name on the list. Charles had been with the agency for more than thirty years, like Albert himself. Charles was a skilled agent, and had been of great service to the country on more than one occasion.
Next was Liam Scott, a younger man who had been with the agency for only a couple of years. Despite being relatively new on the job, Liam was capable and very intelligent. He’d been instrumental in solving a number of difficult cases since coming aboard.
His last choice was Angeline Portnoy. A little older than Liam Scott, Angeline was highly logical and had a talent for detecting patterns that others might not see. Between the three of them, Albert felt he would have a team that would be able to find the source of the strange poison and the person or persons behind it.
List in hand, he got up and went back to Catherine’s office. She was sitting where he had seen her last, and looked up from whatever document she was perusing when he walked in and sat down.
“Give me your first reactions,” she said quickly.
“You handed me a puzzle,” Albert said. “The poison is an unknown, something new that we’ve never seen before. So far, none of the laboratories been able to identify it at all, and they say it’s something obviously new and original. Apparently, it causes death by making it impossible for the blood to carry oxygen properly. The victim lapses into hypoxia, a complete lack of oxygen, and becomes comatose shortly before dying. It appears there’s no kind of treatment or counter agent, and no one is going to survive it once exposed.”
“So what are we looking at? Terrorism?”
“St. John thinks it could be just a madman, someone out to enjoy killing indiscriminately. My instincts tell me otherwise, that we’re dealing with someone who has an agenda that we have yet to understand. I’m afraid that by the time we do, there will be a lot more victims on the slabs at the morgues.”
“What about transmission? How is the poison being delivered to the victims?”
“Five calls it the Touch of Death, because it seems to be delivered directly by a touch to the skin. Whatever it is, it is absorbed through the skin into the bloodstream, where it breaks down red blood cells. That’s what causes the blood to be unable to carry enough oxygen to the rest of the body.”
Catherine stared at him for a moment, her lips pursed in concentration. “And yet we’ve only a few victims, so far. If it’s absorbed through the skin, it’s probably a liquid. That means it could be sprayed, or splattered. I’m imagining balloons filled with this stuff and thrown into crowds. Dozens, possibly even hundreds could die, and there’d be nothing we could do about it.”
Albert nodded. “I’ve gone a step further,” he said. “Put some of this into a canister with an explosive inside. It could be dispersed over a wide area, and we don’t even know whether it can be carried on the wind. From what they are saying so far, the tiniest drop would be enough to ensure your death. I can fathom a hundred ways that large numbers of people could be affected, and it frankly frightens me half to death.”
“Then whoever is behind this is obviously still in the testing phases. It certainly won’t be long before he decides to raise the stakes and go for a bigger kill.” She shook her head. “Albert, we’ve got to find this person and put a stop to this, and quickly.”
“I agree.” He leaned forward and laid a slip of paper on her desk. “You told me to prepare a team. These are my selections.”
“Charles, good. Liam? Probably a good choice, there. Angeline, however? She’s very good at analysis, but I don’t think she’s ever been out in the field.”
“Neither were we, once. She’s got a knack for seeing things others don’t, Catherine. I’m going to need all the insight I can get on this case. I want her, unless you absolutely forbid it.”
“Oh, posh, you know me better than that. There’s nobody in the entire agency I trust more than you, Albert.”
“Which is why I get stuck with all the dirty jobs.” He took the list back from her and tucked it into his pocket. “With your permission, then?”
“Granted,” Catherine said. “Bring me this bastard’s head, Albert.”
“That, my dear, is exactly what I intend to do.”
He rose from the chair and went back to his office, then got the file and gave it to his secretary. “I need three copies,” he said. He waited until she had started making the copies, then went into his office, called all three of his choices and told them to meet him in the conference room down the hall. He stopped at the coffee urn and got another cup, then collected the copies from his secretary and wandered down to the conference room himself.
Charles and Liam were already present, while Angeline showed up a moment after Albert. Once they were all seated, he folded his hands over the top of the stack of folders in front of him and let his eyes roam over each of theirs.
“We’ve a new assignment,” he said. “Have you all heard about the mysterious poisonings around the city?”
“Yes,” Charles said. “At least, I have.”
“And I,” Liam added.
“I’ve been following the story,” Angeline said. “It’s rather frightening, to be honest.”
“I’m afraid it’s far more frightening than you have thought so far,” Albert said. “MI5 had the case until today, and they named it Touch of Death. I’m going to brief you on what we know so far, and I’ve taken the liberty of making you each a copy of the file I received from them. This poison is something that’s never been seen before, a chemical substance that can break down hemoglobin in the blood. It is absorbed through the skin, and it takes a very tiny amount to cause whatever reaction makes it impossible for the blood to carry oxygen throughout the body. Within minutes after coming into contact with the substance, your blood oxygen level is reduced to the point that you lose consciousness, followed by a coma and then death. In at least a couple of cases we know of, it took less than fifteen minutes from exposure to death.”
“That’s horrifying,” Angeline said. “How many victims have there been so far?”
“More than a dozen. Three of those were paramedics, and I believe there was also a nurse who died. They were exposed while examining the original victims, I’m afraid. Whatever this stuff is, enough of it remains on the surface of the skin to affect and kill more than one person.”
“Do we know how it’s being introduced to the victims? The original victims, I mean?” Charles asked.
“A small amount is applied directly to the skin. There’s been speculation that it might be through the use of a common cotton swab, but there’s no evidence to support that theory just yet.”
“It can’t be that,” Angeline said. “There would be traces of cotton fibers on the bodies, swabs always leave them. Someone should’ve thought of that already.”
Albert turned to her. “That’s good,” he said. “Would you care to speculate on a more feasible method of delivery?”
Angeline narrowed her eyes and pursed her lips. “Any substance that can absorb through skin might contain molecules small enough to migrate through latex, but my first supposition would be some sort of rubber glove. If the substance is on a fingertip, all the perpetrator would have to do is touch them gently. This wouldn’t be your average surgical glove, but something denser, more impervious to penetration. That would make sense, since many chemists use such gloves.”
“She’s right about that,” Liam said. “My sister is a chemist at Wimbledon Pharmaceuticals, and she’s mentioned that they have to use special rubber gloves to avoid being exposed to the drugs they work with.”
Albert nodded. “All right, that’s a lead. We need to look at chemists, which makes sense because we’re dealing with some sort of new chemical. Any other thoughts?”
“Where have the bodies been found?” Charles asked. “That might give us some idea of where our perpetrator lives or works.”
“They’ve been scattered about. Croydon, Harrow, Battersea Park, Hempstead Heath and Northumberland Park. The first one in Croydon was a young woman, found two days ago. Our killer has infected at least nine people directly over the past three days. Catherine Potts and I agree that this is some sort of testing stage, that the real plan is likely to involve large numbers of victims all at once.”
“Oh, good heavens,” Angeline said. “We can’t let this happen. Properly deployed, this type of substance could kill thousands.”
Albert nodded again, then passed out the copies of the file. “Read through these as quickly as you can,” he said, “but we need to get on this immediately. Use whatever resources you have available, but I want some sort of plan of the investigation by the end of the day. You all have my cell?”
“I don’t,” Angeline said.
He gave it to her quickly, and then told them all to stay in the conference room and brainstorm together. He left the room and went back to his office, sat behind his desk and leaned back in his chair.
Albert usually found it easier to think this way, with his eyes closed. Occasionally he had been accused of sleeping on the job, but his mind was actually racing, chasing down ideas that might help him solve whatever case he was working on at the time.
The occasional snore was only a side effect, related to the deep brain activity.




THREE

While the girls headed off to Oxford Circus in search of fashions, Noah, Marco and Neil had other things in mind. First was a quick stop at an electronics store, where Neil chose an assortment of small video cameras, a computer and a 60 inch high-definition monitor.
“You need all that for a videoconferencing system?” Marco asked.
“Yep. The cameras are so that we can each have one pointed at us, getting us all into the conversation. The computer is because the video stream from Neverland is going to be encrypted, so I’ve got to install the same encryption algorithms on our end. That way, we can see and hear whoever’s on the other end of the line, and they can still see and hear us.”
Marco shrugged. “Whatever you said. As long as you know what you’re talking about, I’m happy.”
Once they had loaded everything into the back of the Land Rover, Noah drove them into the Brixton area. He had been perusing used car sales advertisements and spotted a couple he wanted to check out. The first one, in Brixton, was a 1967 Jensen Interceptor, but it turned out not to be in nearly as good a condition as was advertised.
The seller wouldn’t come down on the price, so Noah got back into the Land Rover and drove away. A short time later, he pulled up at a dealership that specialized in classic automobiles, and walked directly to a bright red two-seater that was sitting out on display.
“What is that?” Neil asked. “Is that a Morgan?”
Noah shook his head. “No. This is a 1986 Panther Kallista. They were designed to resemble the Morgan, but they used Ford running gear. This one has the 2.4 L four cylinder engine that was popular in the Ford Pinto, with the same four speed transmission backing it up.”
A tall man who was obviously a salesman came out of the building with a smile on his face.
“I see you’re interested in the Panther,” he said. “That’s one of the finest specimens I’ve ever seen of the Kallista, with only 6,000 km on the odometer. Would you like to take it for a drive?”
“No,” Noah said. “I was just admiring it. I’m actually more interested in something else you have advertised.”
“Wonderful,” the salesman said. “My name is John Bremmer, and might I ask yours?”
“Travis Lightner,” Noah said. “I understand you have a 1962 Triumph Spitfire hidden away somewhere.”
Bremmer’s smile faltered slightly. “Ah, yes,” he said. “We do have one, but I’m afraid it’s not in nearly as good condition as the Panther.”
Noah shot him a smile. “That’s fine,” he said. “I’m looking for something to restore, and it sounded like it might fit the bill. Can we take a look at it?”
Apparently catching a whiff of money, Bremmer’s smile grew again. “Certainly,” he said. “It’s ’round the back, so if you would care to follow me?”
The three men followed him around the showroom building and past the repair shop into a large area that was surrounded by a tall, solid fence. They had to squeeze past a pair of Ford Cortinas, but then they were looking at the Spitfire.
Introduced in 1962, the Triumph Spitfire was intended to be a competitor for the MG Midget and the Austin Healey Sprite. It was quite successful, despite some problems with the rear axle that caused difficulty steering when the car was driven hard. Slightly modified versions did incredibly well both on the street and in racing, but the original car came with a 1.1 L four-cylinder engine and a four speed transmission.
The car before them had certainly seen better days, but Noah looked it over very carefully. He got down on the ground to check the frame for rust and looked closely at the suspension, opened the doors and inspected the bottoms of the doors and the rocker panels of the car, then raised the hood and looked over the tiny little engine with its twin SU carburetors.
“Will it start?” Noah asked Bremmer.
“It did when we got it here, three weeks ago. In fact, it was driven into the lot. I don’t believe I would wish to drive it very far, of course.”
“What kind of price you have on it?” Noah asked.
Bremmer named a figure, and Noah started looking the car over more thoroughly. He spent another twenty minutes reaching in under the seats and down into the seams around the trunk and fender wells, then finally looked up at Bremmer and nodded.
“I’ll take it,” he said. “Can you arrange to have it delivered out to Feeney Manor, out near Guildford?”
Bremmer’s eyes widened. “Of course,” he said. “Shall we go into my office?”
They went inside the building and completed all the paperwork necessary to transfer ownership to “Travis Lightner.” Bremmer was delighted when Noah produced a platinum card under that name and paid the entire purchase price, plus the taxes and shipping charges, without a quibble.
“And it’s all yours, Mr. Lightner,” Bremmer said as he handed back the card and receipt. “It will take a few hours to get a lorry arranged, but the car should be delivered to you this afternoon.”
“That’ll be perfect,” Noah said, shaking the man’s hand once again. “I’m looking forward to restoring it.”
“I’m sure,” Bremmer said. “Please do bring it by and show it to us when you’ve done.”
Noah promised to do so, and then he, Neil and Marco climbed back into the Land Rover. Neil took out his phone and called Jenny to see what the girls were doing, and caught them as they were just beginning to think about lunch.
“You guys wanna meet us somewhere?” Jenny asked. “We’d love that.”
Neil looked at Noah and Marco. “You guys ready for lunch? The girls are getting hungry and want to know if you want to meet up somewhere.”
Both men nodded, and Noah said, “How about a chip shop? Fish and chips sounds good.”
The girls agreed, so they chose one not far from the mall where they were shopping. They still needed to check out of the store they were in, so they would arrive at about the same time as the men.
Noah put the address of the chip shop into his GPS, then followed the directions. It took almost half an hour to get there, but they found that the girls had not yet arrived, so they arranged a table that would be big enough for all of them and ordered soft drinks as they waited.
It was another twenty minutes before the girls arrived, and then they placed their orders. As they ate, Noah told them about the Spitfire and the girls described their shopping adventure.
“The stores are amazing,” Sarah said. “I’m not usually real big on fashion, but some of the new stuff is really awesome.”
“Oh, it is,” Renée said. “Honey, I bought a couple of dresses you are going to love.”
Neil looked at Jenny. “And what did you get?”
“Oh, I didn’t get left out. I found several outfits I like, and I hope you’re going to like them, too. I think you will.”
The smile on her face brought one to Neil’s, as well. “I’m sure I will,” he said.
The shopping excursion wasn’t over, so the girls decided to go to Piccadilly Circus after lunch. Noah and the guys headed back toward Feeney Manor, so that Neil could get started on the videoconferencing system.
For reasons of privacy, Noah decided to put the conference center into one of the extra suites on the second floor. The smallest of them was only a single room, though it was plenty large enough for a number of people to gather if necessary. Neil mounted the monitor on one wall, then began setting up the computer and the cameras. He could connect directly through the house’s Wi-Fi system, since all of the encryption would be handled by the dedicated computer connected to the monitor. With Noah and Marco helping, the whole job was done in less than two hours.
That turned out to be impeccable timing, because the sound of a diesel engine echoed through the house at that moment. The three of them went downstairs and out the front door just in time to see the truck carrying the Spitfire arrive in the circular driveway.
The driver climbed down from the cab. “Would one of ye be Mr. Lightner?” he asked.
Noah nodded. “That’s me,” he said. The driver handed over some paperwork for him to sign, then set the ramps in place so that he could unload the car.
“Mr. Bremmer told his lads to put a battery in the car and get it to start,” the driver said. He climbed up on the trailer and got into the car, then started up the engine and backed it down the ramps. He left it running and smiled as Noah, Marco, Neil and all of Thomas’s sons gathered around the antique sports car.
Little Tom, who happened to be Thomas’ oldest son, wore a huge smile. “Cor, blimey,” he said, “been many a year since I seen one of these! What is it, sixty-five?”
Noah shot him a grin. “Sixty-two. This is the Mark I, and they used to call it the Spitfire 4 because of the little four cylinder engine. Everybody thought they would come out with a six cylinder version, but that didn’t happen for several years.”
Chauncey, the youngest of the brothers, found the hood release and raised the hood. “That’s got four cylinders? Don’t think I’ve ever seen a motor that small, not in a car. Brendan, look, it’s got a smaller motor than the garden tractor.”
Brendan, who was the biggest of the three brothers, leaned over the fender. “I could pick that up with one hand,” he said with a grin. He looked up at Noah. “You gonna rebuild this thing, are you?”
“That’s the idea,” Noah said. “I like to tinker with old cars, and these are supposed to be fun to drive.”
Brendan looked him up and down, then glanced at the driver’s seat. “Bit tight, maybe,” he said. “Don’t think they built it for a bloke the size of you.”
Noah grinned at him. “I’ll be fine,” he said. “It’s not that tight a fit.”
He opened the door and slid behind the wheel, then had to shove the seat as far back as it would go before he could get his feet inside. A quick glance at the gauges showed him that the engine was running surprisingly well, though the oil pressure seemed a little low. He tapped the gas pedal and the engine sputtered, then caught and revved up.
“Definitely needs a tuneup,” he said, raising his voice over the loud exhaust. “I’m going to take it around to the garage.” He pushed in the clutch and put the transmission in gear, then fluttered the gas pedal as he eased the clutch out. The car started moving slowly, then the engine caught again and he let the clutch out all the way. The little tires actually threw a bit of gravel as he followed the driveway around the house to get to the garage, with all five young men jogging along behind.
Chauncey opened the door to the garage, the one that opened onto the service bay. This part of the garage was set up like a mechanic shop, with a lift and other equipment necessary for the maintenance of automobiles. Noah pulled the Spitfire inside, revved the engine one more time, then shut it off. He climbed out of the car by coming over the door, since it wouldn’t open from the inside.
“I don’t know, boss,” Marco said. “That looks like it’s going to be quite a project.”
Noah nodded. “That was exactly the plan,” he said. “Something to do when I just need a break from everything else. I’ve always liked working on old vehicles, and now I can afford to indulge the hobby.”
They all stood around and looked over the car a bit longer, putting it up on the lift to inspect the undercarriage. There was some rust in the floor pans and many holes in the exhaust pipe and muffler, and Noah started making a list of parts he was certain to need. Most of them would be available online, but he knew he might have to search for a few items.
They closed the garage and went back to the house while the three brothers went back to their usual duties. Noah, Neil and Marco settled in the larger sitting room, which had been arranged as a living room, and turned on the big screen television.
The TV had been set to a news station, and the announcer was speaking intently about the poisonings throughout the city of London. Noah leaned forward to listen closely, and the others followed suit.
“… a recent announcement from MI6, which states that these events seem to indicate a forthcoming act of terrorism. Our Megan Johnson spoke today with Albert Lingenfelter, a senior agent with SIS.”
The scene cut to a reporter standing with a tall, older man in front of the SIS building.
“Agent Lingenfelter, can you tell me why the SIS is regarding the recent poisonings as a precursor to terrorism?”
“Yes, Megan,” Albert said. “It’s our opinion that the poisonings that have occurred so far appear to be some sort of testing, as if the perpetrator is simply experimenting with the formula. We believe that a poison so potent is likely to be used against a larger number of people at some point, and that this is almost certainly connected to some sort of international terror threat.”
“And what advice would you give to our citizens?”
“At this point, the best advice I can give to anyone is to avoid any physical contact. This is especially true with strangers, because we believe the poison is being administered with nothing but a simple touch. Also, if you come across someone who appears to be unconscious or dead, do not attempt to resuscitate them yourself. Call the emergency services, because they have the trained professionals who are prepared to deal with the risks imposed by this substance. Simply touching a person who has been exposed to it could transmit the exposure to yourself.”
The reporter turned toward the camera. “I’ll repeat that, just to be sure. Please, be very careful about any kind of physical contact with strangers, and do not attempt to help someone who seems to be unconscious or deceased. Call the emergency services and keep your distance.”
Marco looked over at Noah. “What the hell? Poisonings? In London?”
“This is the first I’ve heard of it,” Noah said. “Neil?”
Neil hurried out of the room and up the stairs, and the two of them followed him. They went into his suite and found him typing on his computer.
“So far, there have been a total of fourteen victims,” he said as they entered the room. “It’s some sort of unknown poison, and according to the limited data I can find online, it’s extremely fast acting. A couple of paramedics died within fifteen minutes after touching the first victim, while they were riding back to the hospital in an ambulance.”
Noah took out his phone and dialed Sarah immediately. She answered on the second ring.
“Hey, babe,” she said cheerfully.
“Finish whatever you’re doing and get back here,” Noah said. “There’s something going on in London, and it may involve terrorism. I want you and the others here, where it’s safer.”
The cheerfulness vanished. “All right,” she said. “We just checked out, so we’ll be on the way as soon as we get to the car.”
She hung up the phone, and Noah put it back into his pocket. A moment later, both Marco and Neil grabbed their own phones as they began to ring.




FOUR

“Mr. Lingenfelter?” The voice on the phone seemed uncertain, but Albert recognized the nervous girl from the SIS labs. “This is Millie. You asked us to let you know about any developments with the analysis of the unknown substance? Well, there’s been one.”
Albert’s eyes widened suddenly as he leaned forward in his chair. “Yes? What is it?”
“One of our lab techs has identified it as a hemolysin, which is a substance that destroys the cell membrane of red blood cells. There are a number of chemicals that do this, but this one seems to do it faster and on a more massive scale than anything that’s ever been known before. It’s a complex amyloid protein, and it literally replicates itself in the bloodstream, almost as if it were alive. This is the type of protein that scientists now believe may have been the earliest form of life, or at least what led to life on our planet. The problem is that it replicates so quickly that it can affect the majority of the red blood cells within a matter of minutes, so the brain and organs aren’t getting the oxygen they need.”
“Good heavens,” Albert said. “Is there any kind of cure?”
“I’m afraid not, sir,” Millie said. “By the time you could diagnose the problem, it would already be too late. There’d be no hope for the patient at all, and we’ve had no luck finding anything that can destroy this particular protein in any case. However, there is a bit more information I should give you.”
“Well, don’t hold it back. What else is there?”
“The protein is delivered in a solution that is very similar to blood plasma, but it contains a wetting agent that prevents it drying for quite some time. This is why even a tiny amount administered to the skin remains active for more than half an hour, and capable of infecting other victims. The wetting agent literally prevents evaporation, by enhancing the natural molecular cohesion of the water molecules. Evaporation requires the molecules to separate, allowing them to convert to a gaseous form. Since this particular vector is designed to remain liquid and vital for up to an hour, it’s been difficult for many of the researchers to separate the protein from the other components, including those picked up from the victim.”
Albert’s mind was racing. “So, if this stuff were to be sprayed around, perhaps in a theater, it might still be dangerous as patrons come in and take their seats?”
“Very likely, yes. Another possibility would be to simply spread on to a piece of paper, which is then handed to the intended victim. Simply touching the paper would be more than sufficient to result in fatal contamination.”
“Dear heavens,” Albert said. “Millie, thank you. Keep me posted if anything else comes up.” He hung up the phone and hurried to Catherine’s office once again. She looked up as he entered, and the expression on his face told her that whatever he had to say was important.
“What is it, Albert?”
“We’ve identified the poison,” he replied as he sat down. “It’s actually an organic protein, one that can duplicate itself over and over so quickly that it spreads throughout the bloodstream in a matter of minutes. It breaks down the membranes of red blood cells, so they can’t carry oxygen. That’s bad enough, but it comes in a liquid matrix that is designed to remain wet for quite some time. What that means is that the protein itself remains active and deadly, so it would be possible to apply the substance to just about anything that a person might come in contact with. I suggested spraying it onto the seats of a theater, but the lab girl said it could be as simple as applying it to a piece of paper and handing it to the victim.”
Catherine’s eyes went wide.  “Paper? What about currency?”
Albert shrugged. “I’m sure that would work just as well. Spray down a few hundred quid and toss it in the street, or let a vendor wearing gloves pass them out as they make change. I believe you are correct that what we’ve seen thus far is nothing but testing the formula. Whoever is behind this undoubtedly has much bigger plans.”
Catherine nodded. “I’m certain of it, now,” she said. “I’m going upstairs. C will want to know about this.” She rose from her chair and looked at him again. “Come along, he’s bound to have questions.”
Albert sighed, but did as he was told. He followed her to the elevator and rode to the top floor, where the director’s office awaited them. A receptionist looked up as they entered, her expression telling them that the boss was busy.
“Don’t say it,” Catherine said. “Tell him it’s urgent, on that thing he dropped on me this morning.”
The receptionist hesitated for only a few seconds, then picked up the telephone on her desk and pushed the button. “Catherine Potts and Albert Lingenfelter are here. She says it’s urgent, and has to do with the assignment you gave her this morning.” Her eyes widened as she put the phone down. “You may go right in,” she said.
Catherine smiled and walked past her desk, opening the door into the inner sanctum. Lambril looked up as she entered, followed by Albert, and waited until they had taken seats in front of his desk.
“Well?”
Quickly, Catherine and Albert repeated what he had recently told her, clarifying just how dangerous the situation was likely to become. Lambril listened in silence, waiting until they were finished before he even bothered to ask a question.
“Have we any leads on where this is coming from?”
“Not just yet,” Catherine said. “I’ve assigned Albert to lead the investigation, and I have every confidence…”
“Yes, yes, undoubtedly the best man for the job. However, we’ve got to bring this to an end as quickly as possible. The potential loss of life is bad enough, but the effect on public morale would be absolutely devastating.”
“I agree,” Catherine replied. “We’ll be checking in with his team as soon as we leave here, and I’ll be certain to let you know of any new developments.”
“You do that. I want something done about this immediately. Coordinate with five, we are actually playing in their field at the moment.”
“Yes, sir,” she said. The dismissal was obvious, so she and Albert rose from their chairs and left the office.
“I’ve not the foggiest clue how to find the person behind this, Catherine,” Albert said in the elevator. “Who can design an entirely new protein, one that would have such devastating results?”
“You’re dealing with a biochemist,” Catherine said. “I read an article just recently, something about ‘protein-folding.’ This is the realm of the biochemist, so that’s where you need to start. This protein might’ve been discovered by accident in university, or you could be dealing with someone who feels he’s been treated unjustly, that his work has been stolen from them, or perhaps he’s been terminated from a position he feels should be his own. There’s got to be a motive somewhere, something that drives a person to become that sort of monster. If we can determine the motive, that will help lead to the perpetrator.”
Albert shook his head. “I feel like a detective in some flashy novel. Aren’t they always the ones that come up against impossible odds and still find the answers?” He sighed. “Meet me in the conference room, I’ll gather my team.”
The elevator opened and Albert went back to his office to call his team together. Ten minutes later, they all joined Catherine Potts in the conference room.
“There’s a new development,” he began. “Our lab has managed to isolate the substance and determined that it’s a complex amyloid protein. It seems to be capable of duplicating itself extremely rapidly, and it breaks down the cell membrane of red blood cells. That eliminates their ability to carry oxygen to the rest of the body, and so the victim dies rather quickly.”
Angeline was the first to catch on. “It must be a new protein, then,” she said. “Otherwise, it would’ve been recognized rather quickly. If that’s the case, we need to be looking at pharmaceutical companies, bioengineering companies, that sort of thing. Biochemistry, of course, that’s where most of the work is done with new proteins and organic molecules.”
Catherine smiled at her, visibly impressed. “Very good, young lady,” she said. “Are you familiar with such organizations?”
Angeline nodded. “To an extent, yes. I read a lot, you see, and I’m fascinated by biology. Most of the work in new proteins is designed to developing medicines and delivery systems, but there are also proteins that are designed to have certain deleterious effects. For example, there’s a new insecticide coming on the market soon that uses a protein that causes chitin to disintegrate. The protein is absolutely harmless to all other forms of animal life, but deadly to insects.”
“Well, this protein is particularly deadly to humans,” Albert said. “That makes it an incredibly powerful tool for terrorism, which is why we are involved in this situation. Can you imagine the terror that would settle in if the people realized they could be exposed to this absolutely anywhere? You have an entire population afraid to leave home. People would starve to death in their own houses, terrified of opening the door to even receive a grocery delivery.”
Liam waved a finger to get attention. “If this is supposed to be making some sort of political statement, we can expect a large-scale attack to come sometime soon. I suggest we start warning the police about the dangers.”
“Are you mad?” Charles asked. “You let the word about this get to the coppers, it’ll be all over the street ten minutes later, and sound a whole lot worse than it really is. Coppers are human, boy, and they’ll naturally want to tell their wives and kiddies. Do you honestly believe any of them will keep it secret?”
Liam glared at the older man. “I think it would be best to prepare those who will be the first to deal with it, don’t you?”
“They’re already as prepared as they’re going to get,” Catherine said. “Police and paramedics have already been warned that this poison is extremely dangerous and that prophylactic measures must be taken. I don’t think giving them a science lesson is going to help the matter any, so we’ll leave things as they are for the moment. Now, the fact that this is a protein gives us new approaches. As the young lady said, we need to be looking at biochemists. Somewhere in the city is a biochemist who is angry for some reason, and who believes that turning himself into the bogeyman is the way to appease whatever demons he has raging inside himself. The first thing to do is compile a list of all former employees of such companies who might be capable of creating this protein, and then determine where each one of them is at the moment. If we can find the reason they no longer are employed, or some information regarding why they might be angry, that could help to narrow our search. Are there any questions?”
All three of the team members shook their heads, so Catherine told them to get to work. They got up and left the conference room without another word, and Catherine turned to Albert.
“Protein or no, this is one of the most deadly poisons that’s ever existed. That makes me think that we might consult experts on being deadly. I’m going to contact E & E, I know that one of their teams is in country at the moment. They might be able to offer insight on the situation, and I don’t think we can afford to overlook any possible source of aid.”
“I know who you mean,” Albert said. “Same ones we had to deal with a month ago. The bloke is all right, but that girl—I’m almost afraid to let them learn about this stuff.”
“Don’t be squeamish, Albert,” Catherine said. “We’ve all known people who would benefit the world by leaving it. Camelot simply helps make the world a better place by assisting some of those in their exit.”
“Yes, but he has the decency to do it face-to-face, with a bullet. Imagine if he could simply send his target a greeting card and know with certainty that his mission would succeed. Nobody should have that much power, nobody.”
Catherine nodded. “I agree, which is why want to bring them in. Albert, this is not a criminal we can lock up and hope to rehabilitate. When we find the person or persons behind this, I want them brought to a sudden and final end.”
Albert, his face leaning down, looked at her from under his eyebrows for a moment. “And you’re taking that upon yourself, are you?”
“Not a bit,” she replied. “I spoke with Her Majesty an hour ago, briefing her on the situation. It was she who contacted the Home Secretary, who then called me. I was instructed to request the elimination of the perpetrators as soon as they are identified, but you interrupted before I had the chance to make the call.”
Albert nodded. “Very well,” he said. “You never know, they might actually be able to help.”
The two of them started to rise from their chairs, but suddenly Catherine’s cell phone rang. She took it out quickly and looked at it, and then her eyebrows rose as she put it to her ear.
“Yes?” she asked. She listened intently for a long moment, then said, “I understand. We’ll get someone out there immediately.”
She ended the call and dropped the phone into her pocket, then looked at Albert with her face ashen.
“Scotland Yard has received a letter,” she said. “The clerk who opened it died only a few moments later, before an ambulance could even arrive. The letter appears to be from our perpetrator, and contains several photographs of people that the writer claims will be targeted and killed within the next twenty-four hours.”
Albert’s face was as dark as her own, but he took out his phone. He dialed one number and said, “Get the others and meet me at my car.” He ended that call and dialed another number instantly. “Millie? Albert Lingenfelter. I need the most brilliant lab technician you’ve got, one who understands exactly what we are dealing with. I’ll come by and collect them on the way to my car.”
He dropped the phone into his pocket and turned to Catherine. “Make your call,” he said. “I need all the help I can get.”




FIVE

Sarah and the other girls arrived an hour later and Noah brought them up to speed on the situation. He’d been following the news constantly and had just heard about the letter received at Scotland Yard.
“Whoever is behind this has some sort of agenda,” he said. “According to the news, the letter was contaminated with the same poison, but it also contained photographs of unidentified people who are supposedly going to be targets, and who will be killed within the next twenty-four hours.”
“This is some bad stuff,” Marco said, a bit of his Cajun accent sneaking into his voice. “A poison that kills that quickly, and something that can be targeted directly at specific people?”
“I’m more worried about what it could do in a large crowd,” Noah said. “This thing could conceivably be used in aerosol dispersal, or some sort of spray system. Hundreds, possibly even thousands could die in a matter of minutes.”
“It’s terrible,” Sarah said. “There could be children in a crowd, even babies. God, what kind of monster could do something like that?”
“Monsters like that are everywhere, nowadays,” Jenny said. “That’s one of the reasons we exist, remember? We take out the monsters before they can hurt anybody else, or at least to make sure they can’t do it again.”
Noah started to reply, but his cell phone suddenly vibrated to indicate an incoming text message. As he took it out to look at it, he noticed all of the others looking at their own.
Teleconference, ten minutes, the message read. Noah didn’t have to look at the number to know that the message came from Allison.
He looked up at Neil. “I hope we’re all ready to go,” he said. “I have a feeling this is connected to the news we’ve been watching.”
They filed up the stairs together and went into the teleconference room that Neil had set up. As soon as they were all seated and in place, he activated the computer and connected to the teleconference channel.
It was nearly five minutes later when the computer signaled an incoming call, and Neil quickly accepted. A moment later, Allison and Donald Jefferson appeared on the screen together.
“We can see all of you,” Allison said. “Are we coming through okay?”
“Yes,” Neil said. “The connection is good, and properly encrypted.”
“That’s good.” Allison’s eyes turned so that it appeared she was looking directly at Noah. “Noah, have you been hearing anything about what’s happening in London?”
He nodded. “Yes, the poisonings. We were just following the news on it when we got the message for this conference. Any updates on the situation?”
“Nothing good, I’m afraid. I got a call forty-five minutes ago from Catherine Potts, asking for our assistance. Apparently the Home Secretary believes it would be best if the person behind this poison were to simply be eliminated. We have an official request from the British government for a sanction on the individual, as soon as he, she or they are identified. Needless to say, that puts you and your team up for the job.”
“So much for the vacation,” Marco grumbled.
“Vacations are for when the work is all done,” Allison said. “In a case like this, when one of our closest international friends requests our help, then it’s time to get busy. Noah, you’ll need to contact Catherine and offer any assistance, because it’s likely they could use your help even in the investigation phase. Something tells me that Neil might be helpful with his computer skills, and you, Marco and Jenny all have experience in ferreting out information. It’s time to put those abilities to work. Sarah, you’ll coordinate transportation of course, and Renée can station herself with Catherine to act as your direct contact. Any questions?”
“Do they have any leads at all?” Noah asked.
“At this point,” Jefferson said, “they are working on the hypothesis that the perpetrator is a biochemist. This poison is organic in nature, a protein that breaks down the membrane of red blood cells. It’s entirely new, something that’s never been seen before, so that indicates that it had to have been created by someone with a great deal of knowledge in biochemistry.”
“What about the letter Scotland Yard received? Have they found any kind of trail that it might’ve left behind?”
“Not when we last spoke to them,” Allison said, “but that’s an area where Neil might be helpful. I doubt their people are half as skilled as he is in the digital sciences. He might be able to find something they miss, or at least narrow down the list of possible suspects.”
“All right,” Noah said. “It’s getting a little late in the day, so I need to call her soon. Anything else before we disconnect?”
“Just one thing,” Allison said. “I want all of you to be as careful as possible. If the people behind this get wind of your involvement, then the most deadly weapon we’ve ever encountered could be aimed at you. After recent events, it might be a little bit obvious that I’ve become fond of your entire team. Come back safe, Noah, all of you.”
“One more thing,” Jefferson said. “Noah, you’re in dangerous territory. Officially, we cannot act inside the borders of an ally, but you have skirted around that regulation in the past. This time, while the request came from the Home Secretary, we know that it originated much higher. One of your old friends requested your help specifically, so we have to assume that Her Majesty is aware that you are in country. Whatever you do, don’t upset that old lady.”
Noah nodded. “We’ll do our best,” he said.
The screen went blank, and Neil disconnected from the channel. He turned around and looked at Noah, who was staring thoughtfully at the blank monitor.
“Boss? You really think we can help?”
“It doesn’t matter what I think,” Noah said. “Apparently, the queen thinks we can. That’s good enough for me.”
He took out his phone, thought for a moment, and then dialed a number from memory. He put the phone on speaker so that all of them could hear, and it was answered a few seconds later.
“Catherine Potts,” they heard. “Would this be Mr. Lightner?”
“Yes, it is,” Noah said. “We’re all here, Catherine. I just got word from back at Neverland that you requested our help. What can we do?”
“Well, that depends,” Catherine replied. “How soon can you get to London?”
“We’re about an hour away, maybe a little more. Do you want us to come right away?”
“Please. I have assigned a team of agents to work on this situation, but they could certainly use your input. Allison suggested that we put your intelligence man to work with ours, and I personally think that’s an excellent idea.” She paused for a moment, and then came back on the line. “Let’s meet at The Long Table, it’s an excellent restaurant. 7 o’clock? We’ll have dinner, and I can introduce you to my people.”
“7 o’clock,” Noah said. “We’ll be there.” He hung up the phone and stuck it back into his pocket. “We might as well pack some clothes,” he said. “Marco, get hold of Leon Kendall and let him know we’ve been activated. I’m not sure what we’ll need in terms of equipment or weapons just yet, but put him on notice.”
“You got it, boss,” Marco said.
“Neil, don’t forget your computer. It’s probably better than anything they’ve got, and you’re bound to need it.”
“What about vehicles?” Sarah asked. “Should we take the cars from the estate?”
“Yes,” Noah said. “All of them. Two per car. You and I will take the Jaguar, Neil and Jenny will go in the Land Rover, and Marco can take Renée in the Bentley. That way, we’ll have enough transportation without having to worry about securing any. It’s nearly 4 o’clock, now, so that gives us about an hour and a half to get ready. I’d like to be at the restaurant a little early, just to recon the situation.”
He got up from his chair and the rest did likewise. They all went to their own rooms to begin packing, while Noah and Sarah went to theirs.
“Do you really think we can help them find whoever is doing this?” Sarah asked.
“I don’t really know,” Noah said. “We’ll do what we can, but I think the real reason they want us close is so that we can handle the situation once the people behind it are identified.” He turned and looked at her. “I want you to stay close to Renée most of the time. This is her first time in the field, and she’s bound to be nervous. I’ll let you know if I need anything, of course, but I’m perfectly capable of driving myself around London.”
Sarah rolled her eyes. “You’re not fooling anyone,” she said. “Allison said to keep Renée close to Catherine, so you’re trying to keep me out of the line of fire. That’s sweet, Noah, but it’s not my job. I’m supposed to be your wheel man, remember?”
“That doesn’t mean I can’t use you in another area,” he said. “In this case, I think you will be most useful helping Renée to figure out what it is she’s doing.”
“Okay, sure,” Sarah said. She knew there was no point in trying to argue once he had made up his mind. “You’re the boss.”
Thomas was in the Great Hall when they came down the stairs ninety minutes later, and raised an eyebrow when he saw them carrying luggage.
“Mr. Lightner? Will you be leaving us so soon?”
“Just temporarily, Thomas,” Noah said. “We’re going to spend a few days in London, try to help a friend out with a problem. We shouldn’t be gone very long.”
“Into London, you say? Please be careful. I understand there’s some dangers in the city at the moment.”
“Oh, I don’t think  we’ll be anywhere near the problem. We’re just going to help figure out a website issue, that’s all.” He started out the door, then stopped. “We’ll be taking all three of the cars. Is that going to cause a problem for you?”
Thomas smiled. “Not at all, sir. We’ve each got our own automobiles, and there is the pickup truck that we use for fetching supplies. I’m sure we’ll be more than fine.”
“Okay, good,” Noah said. He led the way out the door and around to the garage, so they could each get the car they’d be taking. Moments later, luggage stowed away, Noah sat back while Sarah drove the old XKE out of the drive, with the Bentley and the Land Rover right behind.
“This is awesome,” Sarah said as they cruised along the road with the top down. “I’ve always loved these old Jags, but this is the first one I ever got to drive.”
“I like them, too,” Noah said. “They have the smoothest lines of just about any sports car of their day, and they did well on the road rally circuits for years. That’s because of the innovations in their suspension systems more than anything else, but they had a very good power-to-weight ratio, as well. With a top speed of 150 miles per hour and less than seven seconds from zero to sixty, it’s one of the quickest production cars of its era.”
Sarah glanced over at him. “Sounds like you’ve researched it.”
He nodded. “I saw one in Austin Powers and always thought it was an interesting car, then I read an article that named these the number one most beautiful car ever built. That made me want to know more, so I looked them up. I had a plan to buy one after I got out of the Army, but that got sidetracked.”
Sarah grinned. “We all got sidetracked. At least you’ve got one now.”
“Yes,” he said simply. “We’ve got one now.”
The drive into London on the A3 took a little over an hour, but then it was another fifteen minutes to the restaurant. They were lucky enough to find three parking spaces together, then walked inside. The maître d’ greeted them at the door, and Noah smiled at him.
“I’m Travis Lightner,” he said. “I believe there’s a party waiting for us?”
The maître d’ smiled and nodded. “Yes, sir,” he said. “If you’ll just come this way?”
He led them to a private dining room, and they found Catherine Potts waiting there with three men and another woman. She looked up with a smile as they entered, then invited them to take their seats around the large, oval table. The waiter appeared instantly and they each ordered a drink, but Catherine told the waiter they wanted to visit for a while before they ordered their dinner.
As soon as the drinks were served and the door to the room was closed firmly, she began making introductions.
“These folks with me are Albert Lingenfelter, whom you’ve met before, Charles Wimbley, Liam Scott and Angeline Portnoy. Since they happen to be four of our very best, I’ll dispense with the cover identities you’ve been using for the moment, if that’s all right?”
“That’s fine,” Noah said.
She smiled at him. “Albert, Charles, William and Angeline, I’d like you all to meet Noah Wolf, his wife Sarah, Neil Blessing, Jennifer Lance, Marco Turin and—oh, I’m sorry, dear, I don’t remember your name.”
Renée smiled. “I’m Renée Turin,” she said. “Marco and I were married just a week ago. I’ve only just joined the team.”
“Yes, I had heard, but your name since then slipped my mind. These are the E & E Team Camelot, whom I’m sure you’ve all heard of.”
Only Albert managed to maintain a simple expression. Charles looked almost frightened, Liam looked excited and Angeline was merely curious.
“Now, Noah,” Catherine said, “I’m sure you’ve been hearing about the mysterious poisonings that have taken place around London?”
“Yes, I’ve been following on the news. It sounds like something pretty serious.”
“We’re quite certain it is. What hasn’t been released to the press just yet is the fact that it’s not a simple poison at all. What we are dealing with is a complex protein, one that can break down the membrane of the red blood cells in the body, and is capable of duplicating itself so rapidly that death occurs within a matter of minutes. To be perfectly frank, we have never seen anything like it in the past.”
Noah nodded. “It’s certainly an incredible weapon,” he said. “Any idea where it came from?”
“From the mind of a monster,” Catherine replied. “This would have taken the work of a biochemist, someone experienced in what they call protein folding. From what little I understand, proteins are made up of amino acids, and in some way I can’t possibly fathom, they can be folded into different shapes to produce different properties. It’s all far beyond me, but I’m assured that it’s true, nonetheless.”
“Death within minutes,” Noah said. “And it’s delivered simply by absorption through the skin?”
“Yes. As far as we can tell, it seems to have been administered simply with a touch, which is why MI5 has named it the Touch of Death. However, one of the greatest dangers of this substance is that it does not dry quickly. The victim dies within a matter of minutes, but the poison is still active on their skin for quite some time. That’s what happened to a couple of paramedics and the nurse. They came into contact with it on the victim’s body, and also died within a very short time.”
“Then this has to be stopped,” Noah said. “What do you want us to do, Catherine?”
“I’d like you to assist Mr. Lingenfelter and his team with their investigations,” she replied. “And when we have found the bastards behind this, I should like you to ensure that they can never do such a thing again.”
Noah looked at her for a moment. “We are not really investigators,” he said. “To be honest, we usually have our missions handed to us with all the relevant suspects laid out. Without at least a target to look at, I’m not sure we’ll be a lot of help in that regard.” He looked thoughtful for a moment, then cocked his head to the side as he looked back at Catherine. “What if I could bring in somebody who might be able to help?”
Catherine shrugged. “I’m certainly open to suggestions,” she said. “Who did you have in mind?”
“A few months ago, we worked with a special investigator. The guy was probably one of the best I’ve ever seen, and he’s actually made a name for himself with our government. To put it simply, his security clearance allows him to know what we do, and that’s not something that’s easily obtained. I’d like to make a call and see if it might be possible to get him over here.”
Catherine glanced at Albert, but he only nodded. “I’ll take all the bloody help we can find,” he said. “We’re out on a limb with this one.”
Catherine turned back to Noah. “All right,” she said. “May I ask who it is?”
Noah looked into her eyes. “His name is Prichard,” he said. “Sam Prichard.”
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Sam Prichard was in the break room at Windlass Security, having lunch with Denny Cortlandt. The rest of his team was out on various assignments, but Denny had just returned from a case in Silicon Valley. Windlass had been hired to recover a laptop that contained sensitive corporate information regarding the operating system of an autonomous automobile. The computer had been stolen during a burglary at the home of an executive from the company, and they had found references to it on the Dark Web. The thief was trying to sell the stolen technology, and the auction had only a short time to go when they were called in. Denny had flown out immediately,
“So, anyway,” Denny was saying, “once I had identified the thief, I needed to get into his house and find the bloody computer, but the guy had a state-of-the-art security system. Time was running out on me, so I didn’t want to waste a lot of it trying to get past better security than you’ve got at Fort Knox.”
Sam paused with his burger halfway to his mouth. “So? What did you do?”
Denny grinned. “Well, I had noticed the bloke’s wife. The thief, Lambert, was a decent looking chap who liked to play the ladies, but his wife—goodness, she looked like a younger version of Princess Anne.” The blank look on Sam’s face made Denny grin. “All right, so you’re probably not familiar with British royalty, so just imagine a rather homely woman who obviously knew that her husband played around a lot. I bought myself a cheap clipboard, stuck some random forms on it and knocked on her door while hubby was out. Told her I was hired by the city to ask questions about traffic in residential areas, then turned on the charm. I told her she reminded me of my cousin Beth, and how I always had a crush on my cousin.” He shook his head. “Pity it was so easy. She invited me in for coffee, sat beside me on the sofa and made it plain that I could have my way with her. It was a bit on the tricky side, but I managed to slip a few drops of sedative into her cup, so by the time we got past a couple of kisses, she was out. I found the laptop in hubby’s office and was gone within twenty minutes.”
Sam shook his head. “Leave it to you,” he said. “If anybody can charm the ladies, it’s you.”
“Yeah, but it leaves me feeling a bit dirty, you know? Poor girl probably thought it was her lucky day, but all she ended up getting was a nap.” He shrugged and grinned. “So, we got anything else on the spikes?”
“Not at the moment,” Sam said. “Things have been a little quiet the last couple days. Summer and Jade are in Miami, playing wealthy widows and trying to draw the attention of a local Lothario. The guy has been going after rich, single women, and he’s stolen quite a bit of expensive jewelry. One of the insurance companies hired us to put a stop to him, so I sent the girls down there to play wealthy play girls. Steve and Walter are in Vancouver, consulting on a series of high-value thefts up there. The most excitement I’ve had the last week is reading all the reports.”
“Well, if anything comes up…”
Sam’s cell phone rang, and he grinned when he looked at the caller ID. It was Harry Winslow calling.
“Harry,” he said, “how are you doing?”
“Fit as a fiddle,” the old man said, his southern drawl sounding like he was back to his old self. Harry had been grievously wounded a few months earlier and had nearly died. “Unfortunately, Sam, boy, this is not a social call. I’ve been asked to request your assistance on a case that could be extremely important.”
“DHS?” Sam asked. “Why are they coming through you?”
“Unfortunately, no,” Harry said. “It’s not Homeland Security. Sam, a while back you were put into a position of working with some very special American operatives. You recall?”
Sam’s blood suddenly ran cold. “I remember,” he said. “Harry, tell me you don’t want me to do something with them again.”
“Now, Sam, boy, remember that this isn’t me asking. I’m afraid the request has come down from that agency’s director, and that nameless gentleman you worked with has asked for you personally. I understand he was on vacation in England when his help was requested with a British operation, but he needs the services of a crack investigator. He remembered how much help you were on that previous case, and is hoping he can call on you again.”
Sam grimaced. “What’s the case?”
“Have you heard about the poisonings going on in London? That’s what it’s about, but I don’t have details. All I was told is that your help is needed to track down the people behind it before they can step up to a mass casualty event.” Harry paused for a moment, then went on. “Sam, I know you found working with them to be very distasteful, but I’m afraid I have to agree with their assessment. If anyone can find out who is doing this, it’s going to be you.”
The grimace turned into a bitter grin. “Flattery isn’t going to get you anywhere, old man. Harry, it took me weeks to get over the last time I dealt with those people. Don’t get me wrong, I know that people like them can be necessary, but having to watch them in action left me feeling—well, sick to my stomach.”
“And how are you going to feel if terrorists manage to kill thousands of people at once? Knowing you might have been able to help stop it from happening? Could you even live with yourself after that, Sam?”
Sam chewed on his bottom lip for a moment, then shook his head. “You’re a bastard, Harry.”
The old man chuckled. “Of course I am, that’s what made me so good at my job. Sam, there was a time when the work those people do was handled by guys like me. I’ve had to terminate quite a few undesirables, sometimes simply because that was my orders. Since E & E was formed under a previous administration, the regular spooks haven’t had to carry out those orders. I’d much rather see specialists handling that kind of work, but sometimes they need more than just the willingness. Sometimes, it takes somebody like you to let them know where their services are needed most.”
Sam hesitated for a moment, and noticed Denny watching him closely. Sam started to speak, thought better of whatever he was going to say, then tried again. “Be straight with me, Harry,” he said. “Do you honestly want me to do this?”
“If I had called you in August of ’01 and told you that you might be able to stop terrorists from killing everyone on 9/11, would you have hesitated? You didn’t even know me then, but I think you would have willingly volunteered to help prevent such a tragedy, am I right?”
“You know I would have. Hell, Harry, I’m sure you know me that well.” He scowled. “And this could be as bad as that?”
“Sam, I’m afraid it could be a lot worse. MI6 has reason to believe that terrorists could use this new weapon to kill tens of thousands, and more than once.”
Shaking his head, Sam closed his eyes. “Okay, I’m in,” he said. “One thing, though. This time, I’m taking Denny Cortlandt with me. They can take it or leave it.”
“I’m sure they’ll take it,” Harry said. “Keep your phone handy, you’ll be getting another call in a few minutes.” The line went dead and Sam laid the phone on the table as he looked up at Denny.
“So much for boredom,” he said. “Go pack. You and I are headed for England pretty quickly.”
“What’s going on, Sam?” Denny asked.
“We’re going to work with those special agents, the ones who helped us out in New York. There’s something going on over in England, some sort of possible terrorist activity, and they’ve asked me to come and serve as investigator. If I’m going to England, your ass is going with me.” He looked down at his half eaten burger and pushed it aside. “I’ll be in my office. I suspect we are going to be flying out pretty soon, so get yourself ready and get back here.”
“I’ve got clean clothes here,” Denny said. “It’ll only take me a few minutes to freshen up my bag, and I’ll come to your office. We can leave whenever we need to.”
They rose from the table and took care of the trash, then Sam took his phone out again as he walked back to his office. He dialed his wife’s number, and she answered almost immediately.
“Hey, baby,” she said. “How’s it going?”
Sam had never told Indie about his dealings with Team Camelot, nor even that they existed. She knew that he’d been through something on that mission, but she was also smart enough to know that there would be things he couldn’t tell her from time to time. For that reason, he decided not to explain in detail.
“It’s going,” he said. “I’m afraid I’m going to be taking a trip. We just got a case in England, and Denny and I will probably have to fly out this afternoon.”
“Oh, Sam,” she said. “I hate it when you have to take off so quickly. Do you have everything you need?”
“Yes, I’ve got my travel bag and passport. I’m sure we’ll be taking a private flight, so I shouldn’t need anything else. I just wanted to let you know, because I expect to be leaving shortly.”
“Okay, I guess,” she said sadly. “I love you, Sam. Call when you can?”
“You know I will, and I love you more. Kiss the kids for me, okay?”
They said their goodbyes and Sam got to his office. Jenna, his secretary, looked up at him with a bright smile, but it vanished when she saw his face.
“Mr. Prichard? Everything okay?”
“Call Ron,” Sam said, “and tell him I’ve been drafted by the feds again. I have to head for England, and I’m taking Denny with me. If he needs to know who to bill for this, tell him to call Harry Winslow. He should have enough information to answer those questions.”
He walked into his office and sat at his desk, and that’s when his phone rang again.
“Sam Prichard,” he said.
“Hello, Sam,” said the voice he was dreading. “This is Noah Wolf. I understand you’ve agreed to help us out?”
“Reluctantly. To be perfectly honest, Mr. Wolf, I’m not thrilled about working with you again. I understand that you serve a necessary purpose, but I don’t think I’m really cut out to be part of what you do.”
“I actually understand that, Sam,” Noah said. “However, I’m not cut out to do what you do, either. I can figure out some things, but you have an insight into the criminal mind that I could never come close to. MI6 has their own team working on this case, but there aren’t any viable leads. We need somebody who can find the loose threads and pull them, to help us get to the people behind it. If it’s any consolation, I believe you have the best chance of helping us prevent what would probably be a series of international tragedies.”
“I’m coming,” Sam said. “However, as I told the man who contacted me about this, I’m bringing one of my people along. He just happens to be a former SAS commando, and his name is Denny Cortlandt. You met him in New York, if you remember.”
“I certainly do, and I’ve already gotten approval for you to bring him along. How soon can you get to London?”
“Denny and I are both packed and ready, so it’s just a matter of arranging a flight. We should be able to get a plane within an hour, so it’s likely we can be there by morning, your time. I’ll give you a call when I have an actual ETA.”
“Excellent,” Noah said. “I’ll have someone waiting for you at the airport. You can trust me, Sam, I won’t involve you in our part of the operation if I can possibly avoid it. My team and I will be under your orders until we’ve identified the perpetrators, and then you can step back. Is that agreeable?”
Sam let out a sigh. “I’ll take it,” he said. “I’ll call you back within the hour with an ETA.”
Taking a cue from Harry, Sam simply hung up the phone. He leaned back in his chair for a moment, and then a tap on his door frame got his attention.
“London, huh?” Ron Thomas asked, lounging in the doorway. “Harry says to send the bill to the GAO, and to get you going as soon as possible. There’s a G650 being fueled up for you at the airport right now. It’ll be ready to go by the time you arrive.” He looked at Sam for a moment, then gave him a grin. “Harry said to make sure you get a bonus on this job. You can start thinking about where to spend it, but I’m hitting them for an extra quarter million to cover it.”
“I don’t have to think about it,” Sam said. “Quarter million dollars? I’m buying a house somewhere in the middle of Montana, and retiring.”
Ron laughed. “Yeah, right,” he said. “I don’t think you could retire if your life depended on it.”
Sam looked at him. “You might not want to take bets on that,” he said. “This job could possibly be the last one I can cope with. I have to work with those special people again, the ones from the wild trip I took around Europe. They left a pretty sour taste in my mouth, Ron. I really hoped I’d never have to deal with them again, but fate has a way of putting us into situations we really don’t like.”
Ron nodded. “Yes, sometimes it does. My money is still on you, Sam. If there’s one thing I’ve learned about you in the time I’ve known you, it’s that saving lives is the most important thing in the world to you. Luckily, you’re very good at it.” He turned and walked away without another word, and Denny walked into his office only a few seconds later.
“So,” he said, “how soon do we leave?”
Sam got up and opened the closet door behind his desk, picked up his own bag and then got his passport out of a desk drawer.
“Right now,” he said. He led the way out the door, and the two of them got into his Mustang for the ride to the airport.
The plane was waiting, as Ron had said it would be. Sam climbed aboard and they were ready to go within ten minutes. Sam took out his phone and dialed the number Noah had called from.
“Noah Wolf,” came the answer.
“Sam Prichard. We are on the plane and ready to depart. It’s just after one thirty, here, so a nine hour flight will put us at Heathrow at sometime around six in the morning, your time.”
“Good job, Sam,” Noah said. “Hotel accommodations are already arranged, and you’ll be provided with a vehicle when you get here. I’ll have someone pick you up at the airport, then we’ll all meet for breakfast. After that, we’ll head for MI6 headquarters and get you briefed on the situation.”
“All right,” Sam said. “I’ll see you in the morning.” He hung up the phone and turned to Denny. “We’d better try to get whatever sleep we can on the flight,” he said. “I have a feeling tomorrow is going to be a very busy day.”




SEVEN

Sam took out his phone again, then tapped the icon for Harry and held the instrument to his ear. Harry answered on the second ring and Sam smiled.
"Sam, boy, how are you, son?"
"We just got on the plane, Harry. Any new developments on your end?"
"Sam, I'm not sure. Strangely enough, I just got a call that tells me Uncle Sam is getting nervous about the situation you’re going into. I guess they’re worried that the people you’re after might have plans over here, once they finish with the U.K."
"I guess that’s possible, Harry. I talked to Noah, but he indicates that they don’t even have any leads over there. You got any ideas how I should approach this?"
He could hear the scowl in Harry’s voice. "Nothing, nothing at all. I don't know what's really going on over there, other than that it’s something that could be disastrous, no matter where it happens. Keep your thinking cap on, and let me know if there’s anything I can do from back here."
"I will, Harry. Denny is looking at me with his eyes wide, but he doesn’t even know as much about this as I do. On the other hand, we got about nine hours to sleep on it, so maybe an idea will strike. Wish us luck."
"You know I do," Harry said, and the phone went dead. Sam looked over at Denny and muttered something about Harry lacking in social skills.
"What is it we’re going into, Sam?" Denny asked. “You still haven’t told me, you know.”
Sam frowned. "I don’t actually know, to be honest. All I’ve been told at this point is that it’s a possible major terrorist scenario, and that somebody is poisoning people around London. MI6 doesn’t have any leads, so Mr. Wolf came up with the wild idea of dragging me into it. If I’m going to be running around England, I figure you’d be a useful guy to have with me."
"Yeah, I can see that,” Denny said. “I still know my way around London, so I should be able to save some time getting about, at least."
Sam nodded. "Hey, when it comes to driving in England, I'm just along for the ride. You can handle all that."
"Ride, my aunt Beatrice," Denny said. "You're the lead man, remember? I’ll do whatever you tell me, boss, but even I know you’re the best investigator I’ve ever met."
The engines started up and the plane began moving a few moments later. Sam leaned his seat back and got comfortable, and the fight attendant appeared  from her little station near the front of the plane to offer him a blanket. He took it and asked for a pillow, and noticed that Denny did the same.
Leaning his head back, Sam closed his eyes and thought about his last dealings with Noah Wolf. His team had been working a case that involved an international assassin, and someone at the highest leels of the government had decided that the assassin, as well as the people behind her, should all be eliminated. Noah Wolf had been called in, and Sam had been read in on the existence of E & E.
A large part of Sam’s work had crumbled that day. As a former policeman, he still had to tell himself that justice and honor mattered, but the knowledge that there was an actual governmental organization whose only purpose was to eliminate human beings without even pretending to apply due process of law made it difficult for him to keep believing it.
And then he’d seen the entire team in action. Noah and Marco killed quickly and efficiently, but Jenny…
Sam had never seen anything as terrible as the demented smile that Jenny wore as she killed and tortured men and women.
He woke suddenly, surprised that he had even been able to go to sleep. He’d been sleeping pretty well lately, but just the thought of having to work with Noah again had gotten him all twisted up. He wiped the sleep out of his eyes and brought his seat upright, and realized that the plane was coming in for landing.
“About time you woke up,” Denny said. “Seems we’re about to land.”
“Yeah? Did you get any sleep at all?”
Denny shrugged. “A bit, here and there. I got on the Wi-Fi and did a little research. This thing is awfully bad, Sam. The poison they’re using works very quickly, leading to death within fifteen minutes or less. If they find a way to disperse it in a crowd, we’re talking sheer terror. People will be afraid to leave their homes, they won’t enter a store. We could see people starving to death because they were afraid to go out and buy groceries.”
Sam nodded. “That’s what the people behind it want,” he said. “They want to instill so much fear into the people that it disrupts the entire country. That’s how terrorism works, Denny.”
The plane landed only a few minutes later, and the two men got off with their bags. As soon as they entered the terminal, both of them headed straight for the men’s room. When they came out, they saw a small, balding man sitting in a chair and holding a handmade cardboard sign that read, “Sam Prichard.” They walked straight to him, and he got to his feet as they approached.
“I’m Sam Prichard,” Sam said. “You are our ride?”
The man bowed his head. “That I am,” he said. “Billy Bathgate, at your service. I’m to tell you that you will be staying at the St. Giles hotel, and that you are expected for breakfast there as soon as we arrive.”
Sam grinned at the little man. “Lead on, then,” he said. “I could certainly use some breakfast.”
“Right this way, then,” Billy said. He tossed the sign into a trashcan and started off, slowing down when he noticed that Sam was leaning on his cane. “Sorry, guv, I don’t mean to be in such a rush.”
“Yeah, I’m a little slow sometimes,” Sam said.
When they got to the front entrance, Billy asked them both to wait while he went to get the car. He pulled up a couple of minutes later in an older Jaguar sedan, then hopped out to open the back door for them. As soon as they were inside, he loaded their bags into the trunk—although he referred to it as ‘the boot’—and then leapt behind the wheel once again and they were off.
Sam watched the scenery out the window as they drove through the city, then glanced over at Denny. “Did you ever live here?”
“Off and on,” Denny said. “My uncle’s estate—well, my estate, now, is not terribly far away. Mum and I lived here for a bit when I was a child, but then we moved to Manchester. I didn’t come to London again until I was out of the service. Stayed here for a while working with MI6, then got the itch to travel and went to the States. Found my way to Windlass and felt like I was at home.”
Sam nodded. “Not a lot of fond memories here?”
“Oh, some.” Denny grinned. “I’m not sure the ladies in question would remember me all that fondly, however.”
The car pulled up in front of the hotel and the two of them grabbed their bags and went inside. Billy hopped out to accompany them, then rushed ahead to the front desk to announce their arrival. The clerk  looked up and smiled as the little man rushed up to him.
“Billy,” he said. “What have you brought us, then?”
Billy puffed himself up like a peacock. “Rupert,” he said, “I got called up by me old pal Albert who works for the Foreign Ministry, and he told me, he says, Billy, get yer bum to the airport and pick up some important Yanks and bring ’em to the St. Giles, he did!” He turned and pointed at Sam and Denny. “This here’s Mr. Sam Prichard, he is, and he’s come all the way from the States to help save London!”
Rupert smiled at Sam and Denny. “Good morning to you, gents, and welcome to the St. Giles. We actually have a reservation in your name, Mr. Prichard, came in early this morning.” He leaned across the counter and lowered his voice. “I thought your name sounded familiar, sir, so I hope you don’t mind that I did a bit of research. It is an honor to have you as a guest here, Mr. Prichard. I’ve actually read some of your blogs, and...”
Sam rolled his eyes. “It’s not my blog,” he said, “that’s my wife, and don’t believe everything you read there! She likes to, um, embellish things a little, I’m afraid.”
Rupert kept his smile, but his eyes looked subdued as he checked them in, giving them their keys and calling for a bellman. They took their bags up to their rooms, then came down and entered the restaurant.
Sam and Noah spotted each other instantly. Sam led Denny toward the table where Noah, Sarah, Neil, Jenny, Marco and another woman were sitting. It was actually two tables put together, so that there were two places left for them.
“It’s good to see you again, Sam,” Noah said. “And thank you for coming.”
“I’m here,” Sam said. “I just hope I’ll be able to help. This is Denny Cortlandt, by the way. Denny, this is Noah Wolf. I’m afraid I can’t remember all the other names.” He made a point of avoiding looking at Jenny, but noticed that Denny was smiling as he sat down across from her.
Noah made the introductions, and then signaled the waiter that they were ready to order. Denny convinced Sam to order a “fry-up,” a traditional English breakfast with back bacon, fried eggs, sausages, baked beans and fried bread. He opted for the same for himself, but Sam noticed that the others were having a more American-style meal.
Sam followed his advice, but noted the high price on the menu. “It’s good,” he said after taking a couple of bites, “but I’m not sure it’s worth nineteen pounds.”
"Places like this can be a bit on the pricey side," Denny said. "This city has more ways to fleece money out of an American than anyplace else I've ever been in the entire world. It doesn't matter how tightly you try to hold onto your wallet, somebody here will find a way to get money out of it."
Sam grinned at him. "That wasn't my money they just got, it was Uncle Sam’s, or it will be by the time Ron gets through writing the invoice. I’m not gonna cry over it."
"All the better, then," Denny said, grinning back.
“I take it you had an uneventful flight?” Noah asked.
“I suppose so,” Sam said. “I slept all the way.”
“You’ll be glad of that before long,” Marco said. “Something tells me we’re not going to get a lot of rest in the next few days.”
“That’s not the first time I’ve had that suggested to me,” Sam said. “Noah, can you tell us more about what’s going on?”
Noah shook his head. “Not here,” he said. “As soon as we finish breakfast, we’re headed over to MI6 HQ. You’ll be thoroughly briefed when we get there.”
Jenny, who was sitting next to Sam, leaned over and whispered, “It’s all over the news, but they still want us to avoid talking about it in public.”
Sam nodded, though he quietly shivered. Jenny scared him even worse than Noah did.
Conversation was light while they ate, and they finished rather quickly. As soon as they were done, they headed out of the hotel and Marco invited Sam and Denny to ride with him and Renée in the Bentley. They slid into the back seat of the big car and sat back as Marco followed Noah out of the parking lot.
“Try to relax a bit, Sam,” Marco said. “I know you had a rough time with us the last time, but we really do serve an actual purpose.”
“I know that,” Sam said. “I just have trouble getting used to the idea that our government is involved in the assassination business. I spent most of my life believing the lie that we don’t do that sort of thing.”
Marco chuckled. “Yeah, so did I, until I got into trouble. Next thing I knew, I was recruited into E & E and given a whole new name and identity.”
“So it’s true, then?” Denny asked. “You really are professional assassins?”
“Noah and Jenny are,” Marco said. “The rest of us are support personnel. I’m actually listed on the roster as a ‘thug,’ which is the name they assign to the backup man. We do what Noah tells us, so that he and Jenny can do what they have to do.”
Denny grinned and looked at Sam. “Interesting friends you have, mate,” he said. The look Sam gave him made him grin even harder.
The ride lasted nearly half an hour, but finally they pulled up in Vauxhall Cross. They all climbed out of the cars and followed Noah inside, and a young woman stood there waiting. Sam and Denny were given temporary IDs, just as Noah and his team had been, and then they were escorted up to the conference room.
Catherine Potts was seated at the table and looked up with a smile as they entered. She got to her feet and extended a hand.
“Mr. Prichard, I presume? Thank you so much for agreeing to come and help.” Then she turned and looked at Denny. “I was genuinely surprised when I heard you were coming along. How long has it been, Dennis?”
“About three years, I think,” he said. “How have you been, Catherine?” To Sam’s surprise, he took hold of her hand and bent over it, letting his lips brush it gently.
“Well, heartbroken for the first few weeks,” she said. “You could’ve given me some warning that you were leaving, you know.”
“It was a sudden decision,” Denny said. “I’m sorry if I left you in a bad way.”
“All water under the bridge now. The situation we have now is far too serious to let past grievances interfere. Please be seated, and we shall begin the briefing.”
She quickly made introductions, and then Albert took the floor. In clear, succinct tones, he described the situation as far as they knew it. Sam and Denny were brought up to speed on the nature of the poison, and they began discussing the fact that only a biochemist could have created it. Neil and Angeline added to the conversation several times, each of them contributing what they had learned or deduced, but the majority of the talking was done by Albert.
“All right,” Sam said when the briefing was over. “So, somewhere out there is a biochemist who is either ready to become a mass murderer on his own, or has provided this deadly protein to some bad actors. It’s possible he’s doing this for his own motives, or he could be doing it under duress. Do we have any intel related to biochemists who have either gone missing or been acting strangely?”
“Not just yet,” Albert said. “Mr. Blessing had said last night that he was planning to start researching those very points this morning.” He turned to Neil. “Are you ready to begin, sir?”
Neil picked up the laptop that was sitting on the floor beside him and set it on the table. “I actually already got started,” he said. “Last night in my room, I started setting up a program with a search algorithm that I believe will be helpful. I let it run through the night, and I’ve already got several dozen results. I just haven’t had time to look at them yet.”
He opened the computer and powered it on, and a moment later he was looking at a series of links on his monitor.
“Most of these are not here in the U.K.,” he said, “because I set the parameters to run worldwide. We know from past experience that terror organizations don’t care where they recruit somebody from. I also set it up to look for any sign that these people have been acting in an unusual way. As Mr. Prichard said, we have to consider the possibility that one of them might have been blackmailed into creating this protein. People under stress tend to act out, to seem different to those around them. I told the program to look for their social media profiles and scan for any comments their friends might have made about them acting differently.” He started clicking links and looking at the results, occasionally shaking his head. The rest of them sat quietly as he scanned through what the program had found, and Sam couldn’t help thinking about Indie and Herman.
“Okay, some of these people I can eliminate, just because the things that triggered my search program are the sort of things that naturally cause stress. A couple of them were moving at the time, another one was having a baby, and several were going through divorce. Things have gone back to normal, so it’s highly unlikely that they are having any guilty feelings about their creation killing people in the U.K.”
“And the others?” Albert asked.
“There are four biochemists who have disappeared in the past few months,” Neil said. “Those are certainly worth looking into, but I’ve got a few more who might actually fit the bill just as well. Jason Willingham, Bridget Streeter and Martin Embry are all biochemists within the U.K. who have been terminated within the last six months, and each of them has been very vocal about feeling they had gotten the shaft. Willingham was fired because he’s posted a lot of things that would be called anti-government back home. Bridget Streeter, she’s got a lawsuit pending against her former employers because she claims they stole some of her work, something about a protein that attacks particular cancer cells.” He looked up. “I don’t suppose any of the victims have been employees of pharmaceutical companies?”
“No,” Albert said. “About half of them have been unemployed, and the rest were just your average citizens.”
“Okay, good. If it was one of those two, I would expect at least one of the victims to have been connected to one of their former employers. This last one, though, Martin Embry, he’s kind of interesting. He was employed by Forestall Pharmaceuticals, and was fired for conducting unauthorized research, but there’s nothing that describes what type of research he was doing. To be honest, it almost looks like it was covered up. I think he bears looking into.” He looked up at Sam. “Would you agree, sir?”
“Absolutely,” Sam said. “In fact, I’d like to talk to his employers myself.”
“All right,” Noah said. “And we’ll start looking at the physical evidence. Neil is pretty good at that sort of thing, so we’ll see what he can come up with.”




EIGHT

A courier had arrived with the letter and photos received by Scotland Yard, and Albert showed Noah, Neil and the others the way to the computer lab. Neil broke into a grin when he saw the high-resolution scanner, and immediately set up his computer to connect to it.
The letter and photos had already been neutralized, immersed in a solution that broke down the protein and rendered it harmless. It had been dried, and the ink was just as clear as it had originally been. The photos showed two women and a man, and had been printed on plain paper. The note, on the other hand, had been handwritten. In neat, precise, block letters, it said:
There is nothing you can do to stop me. To prove this point, I shall kill the three people shown in these photographs within the next twenty-four hours. You may try to prevent their deaths, but you will not succeed.
“Cocky bastard,” Albert said. “Scotland Yard ran the photos through facial recognition as soon as they were neutralized, but without result. They may well be foreigners, people who have never been added to our own database.”
“And yet,” Charlie said, “he is challenging us to stop him by giving us their photos. There must be some way we can identify them, wouldn’t you think?”
“We haven’t found it yet,” Albert said. “All we can do is hope to find a new clue as to their identities.”
Neil was looking at the letter and the photos as they laid them on the desk in front of him. “The police already scanned for prints on all of the items,” he said, as Noah leaned over to watch him closely, “and tested it for any sign of DNA, but didn't find either one. What they didn't do is scan it for any type of microscopic residue on the paper or photos, so I'm gonna try that now.”
“Microscopic residue?” Albert asked. “Have you a microscope hidden away, then?”
Neil grinned, pointing at the scanner. “Yeah, an electronic one. This scanner of yours is capable of resolutions at almost twenty thousand dots per inch, which means it can serve as a pretty decent electron microscope. If we can find any kind of environmental residues, it might give us a clue about where the note and photos were put into the envelope.”
Angeline nodded. “Of course,” she said. “For instance, should he find some sort of industrial residue, dust or something along that line, it could indicate that the perpetrator lives near a factory.”
“Exactly,” Neil said. “I'm hoping to spot something that might be relatively exclusive to an area, like that, but that’s the general idea.” He carefully took the note and placed it on the scanner, then closed the cover. “Let's see what we find.”
The scanner began to hum, and a moment later, the screen on Neil's computer began to form an image of the page. As soon as it was complete, Neil zoomed in on the upper left corner to the point that they could see the actual fibers in the paper.
“This is awesome,” he said. “Look at that, it’s like diving into an atomic size universe.” He slowly began moving the image to the left, across the screen, and then stopped. “We’ve got a lot of dust on this thing,” he said. “What I’m seeing right now is mostly common house dust, which is made up primarily of dead skin flakes. People and animals are constantly losing them, and if you take a look at the dust in a beam of sunlight, most of it is nothing but dead skin.”
“Then why didn’t they find any DNA?” Albert asked. “Wouldn’t dead skin have DNA in it?”
“In humans,” Angeline said, “skin cells are dead by the time they get to the surface of the skin. They start out as normal skin cells in the lower layers, and then gradually migrate toward the surface. Along the way, they die and end up losing most of their biological characteristics. Their nucleus is degraded and the cells fill up with keratohyalin, which dehydrates them, so by the time they make it to the outer surface and fall off to become dust, they’re basically nothing but tiny little blocks of keratin. It might be possible to draw DNA out of them, but most forensic scientists think it highly unlikely.”
Everyone in the room had turned to stare at her during the explanation, but nobody spoke. After a moment, she simply shrugged. “I read it in a forensics journal,” she said.
“At least somebody knew the answers,” Albert said. “All right, so this dust doesn’t really tell us anything?”
“Not yet,” Neil said, “but let’s keep going.” He continued moving the image around, and stopped again after a couple of moments.
There was a tiny, bright red spot on the paper. It would’ve been invisible to the naked eye, but the extreme magnification afforded by the scanner had given it the appearance of a small piece of fine, red cloth.
“If I’m not mistaken,” Neil said, “this is a tiny little piece of a flower petal. The red makes me think of a rose, but I know there are other red flowers. If we can identify what type it is, it’s possible we could use it to determine at least a general area. Do you folks have anybody who can isolate it and try to do that?”
“Of course,” Angeline said. “The biologics lab can do that. When we’ve done here, I should think we should send it there.”
Neil didn’t find anything else of interest on the letter, so he turned to the photographs. He removed the letter from the scanner and put the first of the photos inside, and waited for it to fully appear on his monitor.
The people in the photos were basically nondescript, average folks with no obviously distinguishing features. Neil moved the photo around on the screen, looking at every spot and imperfection on it, trying to identify each one and get a sense of where it might have come from.
“Most of these are nothing but more specks of dust, of course,” he said. “These photos were printed with a decent quality photo printer, but there’s no way to identify a specific model or type. I don’t see any sign that the photos have been edited at all, which is good. Let’s get back to trying to identify the victims. What database did you run them through?”
Albert looked at him. “The U.K. maintains its own government database,” he said. “All U.K. drivers licenses have photos, and nearly everyone in the U.K. carries some form of government issued photo ID, so it’s actually rather extensive.”
Neil looked closely at the photos and then raised his eyes back up to Albert. “Anybody run them against Facebook?”
Albert blinked. “The social media website? We can’t get into their photo database.”
Neil grinned. “I can,” he said. He scanned the other two photos quickly, then opened a program on his computer. A moment later, photos began cycling on the monitor at a rate too fast for the human eye to see. “This is going to take a little time,” Neil said, “but it’s probably our best shot.”
* * * * *
Sam and Denny had left immediately after the initial meeting, taking a car provided by Albert. Sam put the address for Forestall Pharmaceuticals into his phone’s navigation app, and Denny followed the directions as he drove. It took them almost an hour to get all the way across the city and into the industrial area where the company’s network was located.
Denny parked the car in the visitors space near the front door and he and Sam walked across the nicely appointed courtyard toward the front doors. A receptionist inside looked up and smiled.
“Good morning, gentlemen,” she said. “How may I assist you today?”
Both of them held out the ID cases they had been given. “My name is Sam Prichard, and I’m working with MI6. I’d like to speak to someone about a former employee of yours, Martin Embry.”
The receptionist’s eyes seemed to widen slightly, but the smile never left her face. “Certainly,” she said. “You shall need to speak with Mr. Murphy, our personnel manager. If you’ll wait just one moment, please.” She picked up the phone and pushed a couple of buttons, then said, “Mr. Murphy, there are two gentlemen from MI6 here to speak with you. It concerns Martin Embry.” She listened for a moment, then nodded. “Yes, sir,” she said, and then hung up the phone.
She looked up at Sam. “If you would have a seat, gentlemen, Mr. Murphy will come for you in just a few moments.”
Sam thanked her, and they sat in a couple of chairs in the lobby. They only had to wait for about a minute and a half, and then a man came out of the elevator and walked directly toward them.
“I’m Jared Murphy,” he said. “I believe you were waiting for me?”
Once again they held out their IDs. “Yes, thank you,” Sam said. “We’d like to speak to you about a former employee, Martin Embry.”
Murphy glanced at the IDs, then looked at their faces. “Yes, of course,” he said. “If you will come with me, please?”
He led them back into the elevator and they rode up one floor. As soon as the doors opened, Murphy stepped directly across the hall and opened a door into what looked like a small conference room. They followed him in, and he invited them to take seats at the table while he took one for himself.
“Now,” he said, “how can I assist the SIS?”
“You’ve undoubtedly heard about the mysterious poisonings taking place around the city,” Sam said, and the man nodded. “It turns out that the poison is actually a protein, one that has been engineered specifically to destroy the membrane of red blood cells. From what we’ve been told, it multiplies itself very rapidly, and exposure to it is fatal within no more than fifteen minutes. Since a protein of that nature could only have been developed by a biochemist, we’re looking into anyone in the field who might have any sort of grievance or agenda. In a routine search of biochemists, we found that Mr. Embry had been terminated for conducting unauthorized research, but there was no information as to what type of research it was he was doing. Can you enlighten us?”
Murphy scowled. “I suspected I was going to be hearing from someone about him,” he said. “Martin Embry is a brilliant scientist, but he is one of the worst people in the world for cooperating with the team. His department was assigned research based on developing a neurochemical treatment for dementia, but he had other ideas he wanted to explore. One of them, I’m sorry to say, was the idea of proteins that will attack certain types of cells, to eliminate disease. He was absolutely certain he could devise a protein that would disrupt the formation of amyloid plaques. If he truly could, that would certainly make him a saviour to many, many people, but our top people say it’s impossible. For that reason, he was told to abandon his own projects and stick to what he was assigned to do.”
Sam and Denny glanced at each other and then turned back to Murphy.
“And why did that result in his termination?” Sam asked. “Was there some sort of specific problem involved?”
Murphy blinked. “Well, yes,” he said. “Proteins are part of the building blocks of life. While there are certainly proteins in nature that have destructive effects on certain tissues, engineering one for the purpose carries a great number of risks. Testing, for example, is done first in controlled laboratory settings, in a petri dish, for instance. A protein that attacks exactly the right cells in a petri dish may look like a success, but when introduced to a living body, it could easily attack other cells. There is certainly no way to have every type of living cell in a petri dish, in order to determine whether the protein might have deleterious effects on others, other than the one it is intended to attack. He had proposed several times that we allow his research to involve both animal and human testing, and his request was always denied. When we learned that he was proceeding with it on his own, utilizing corporate laboratory time and equipment, that was essentially the last straw. He was let go, and as part of the severance agreement, we promised not to publicize the reason for his dismissal.”
“Sounds like our bastard,” Denny said. “But do you have an opinion as to whether he might attempt something like this? I mean, is he the sort who might lash out against random people?”
Murphy sucked on his bottom lip for a second. “Martin Embry is—he is about as antisocial a man as I have ever known. He lost his driving license some years ago because he kept losing his temper while behind the wheel. A lot of his coworkers refused to continue working with him for more than a few weeks at a time, because he would become verbally abusive. If you’re asking me if I think he might be just that type of madman, I would have to say that the possibility does exist.”
“But,” Sam asked,  “is developing a protein like the one we are talking about something he could do on his own? Without the advantages of your laboratory and equipment?”
“Oh, certainly,” Murphy said. “Martin was something of a recluse, socially, but a few of his coworkers were invited to his home at one time or another. They describe a laboratory that is not nearly as sophisticated as ours, but certainly capable of accomplishing a great deal. To be frank, if he had confined his personal research to his own laboratory, he would probably still be working here. It was the fact that he was using our equipment and time without authorization that got him terminated.”
Sam looked at Denny. “I think we need to pay Mr. Embry a visit,” he said. He turned back to Murphy. “Mr. Murphy, thank you for your time, and for the blunt answers. We’ll let you know if we need to speak with you again.”
“I shall be at your disposal,” Murphy said. He took some business cards out of a pocket and handed one to each of them. “Those have my cell number, so you can reach me at any time.”
The two of them rose and shook his hand, then went down on the elevator and out of the building. As they got into the car, Sam entered Embry’s address into his phone, and Denny once again began following the directions that came from it.
“Too easy,” Sam said. “Don’t get me wrong, I’ll be delighted if we’ve already located the right guy, but things just never go this smoothly.”
“Funny,” Denny said. “I was thinking something along that line myself. I almost got the impression that Mr. Murphy wanted us to look more closely at Embry. Perhaps he is our man, or perhaps there’s something else Murphy knows that he thinks we should discover.”
“I hadn’t thought about that, but you could be right. I think we’ll know more after we talk to the man face-to-face.”
“I agree,” Denny said. “Thirty more minutes to his place, so then we just have to hope that he’s at home.”
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Martin Embry lived in a row house on Mysia Street, less than a block from the River Thames. It was the sort of building that shared walls with its immediate neighbors, like a townhouse back in the U.S. Sam and Denny parked on the street in front of the building and walked up to the front door. Sam rang the doorbell.
The door was opened a moment later by a tall, thin man with eyes that seemed to bug out slightly. “Yes?”
“Mr. Embry?” Sam asked. The man nodded, and Sam went on, holding out his ID. “My name is Sam Prichard, and I’m working with MI6. We’d like to ask you a few questions.”
“Questions? I’m sorry, gentlemen, I’m rather busy. Perhaps another time.” He started to shut the door, but Denny pushed it open again.
“Mr. Embry,” he said, “I don’t think you quite grasp the situation. When MI6 comes knocking upon your door, it indicates a matter involving national security. We can speak with you here, or we can take you back to Vauxhall Cross. The choice is yours.”
Embry stared at them for a moment, then huffed. “Fine, then, come on in.” He turned and led them into the parlor and pointed at the sofa. “Have a seat, then. Now, what is this all about?”
“Mr. Embry,” Sam said, “please sit down. I don’t think this will take very long, but I’d like to get through it as comfortably as we can.” He took his own seat on the sofa, and Embry glared at him as he sat in a chair that faced it.
“Fine, then,” Embry said. “Now, what is it you want? I’m a busy man.”
“Mr. Embry,” Sam began, watching Embry’s face closely, “what do you know about the poisonings that have been happening around London?”
Embry’s expression didn’t change, but remained that of a man who was irritated at an interruption. “Poisonings? It’s all over the telly, that’s what.”
“And are you aware that the poison is actually a protein, one that breaks down red blood cells?”
That made his eyes open a bit wider. “Nasty, that. Cut down your oxygen level, men would be gasping for breath.”
“I’m sure they do,” Denny said, “but not for very long. This particular protein is capable of re-creating itself very rapidly once it hits the blood, so the victim dies within a matter of minutes. We’ve just come from Forestall, where we learned that proteins seems to be your forte. Would you care to comment on that?”
Embry scowled. “Forestall! There’s a bunch of idiots for you. Properly engineered proteins have more potential than all of the unnatural chemicals they can pump into the body, but those blighters can’t see past their own stupidity. I tried to show them, I did, but they wouldn’t listen.”
Sam glanced at Denny. Murphy’s description of Embry as antisocial was definitely proving true, but the man also seemed suddenly nervous. He turned back to the scientist.
“Mr. Embry, creating this protein that is killing everyone requires someone with your level of skill. Did you have anything to do with it?”
“What? Do you think I would admit it to you if I did? That would be rather foolish, would it not?” He was blinking furiously, and Sam knew he was hiding something.
Denny shook his head. “All right, that’s enough,” he said. “I don’t know about you, Sam, but I think we need to have the MI6 lab boys come out and go through this place from top to bottom.”
Sam was watching Embry’s face. “I think you might be right,” he said. “Mr. Embry, I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to come back with us for further questioning.”
Embry’s eyes bounced from one of them to the other, and then focused again on Sam. “I told you, I’m a busy man. I don’t have time to be going anywhere right now. I have work to do, you have to come back later.”
Sam let out a sigh. “Denny?”
Denny got to his feet and reached out to grab hold of Embry by the shoulder. “Up you come,” he said. The man got to his feet rather than be dragged onto the floor, and stared at Denny. “Now,” Denny went on, “we’re going to take a little ride. You can lock up, if you like. We’ll need the key, however, because we’re going to have to let our lab personnel look through your place.”
Embry’s face went from angry to frightened. “No, no, we cannot do this. I cannot leave right now, it’s simply not possible.”
Sam got to his feet. “Bring him along,” he said. “We’ll…”
“You will stop,” said a new voice. Sam turned toward the doorway that led from the parlor into the hallway, and saw another man standing there, holding a pistol. “I cannot let you take him, I’m afraid. Mr. Embry is quite valuable to me.”
The man stepped further into the room and Sam looked him over carefully. He was tall, easily well over six feet, and quite muscular. He appeared to be in his late twenties or early thirties, and despite a swarthy appearance that hinted of the Middle East, he spoke with a perfect British accent.
The two men standing beside him did not speak at all. The guns in their hands made it unnecessary.
Embry looked at him. “Tushar, don’t…”
“You’re making a mistake,” Sam said. His hand naturally went to his side, where he normally carried his Glock, but then he remembered that he was unarmed. “Mr. Embry is a suspect in a matter of national security. Interfering in the investigation…”
“I’m afraid your investigation is interfering with my own business,” Tushar said. “Incredibly good work, I must say, tracking Embry down so quickly. I really didn’t expect that. However, my work is not finished, so neither is his. Please step away from him and sit down once again. Both of you.”
Like Sam, Denny was unarmed. With three Browning 9 mm pistols pointed in their direction, the only thing they could do was comply. Both of them sat on the sofa once again, and Sam began trying to think of any way the two of them might survive the situation.
“Martin, find some rope,” Tushar said. “We need to secure both of them quickly. I’m sure it’s going to take some time to gather all your equipment, but I’m afraid it’s necessary to find a new location.”
“What, leave?” Embry asked. “I can’t leave my home, this is…”
“I’m afraid there’s no choice, Martin,” Tushar said. “If MI6 sent two men to speak with you, then they already suspect your involvement. Unless you truly wish to spend the rest of your life in Belmarsh prison, you’ll do as I say.”
Embry stared at him for a moment, his mouth working without sound, and then his shoulders suddenly slumped. He turned and left the room and was back a moment later with a length of rope in his hands.
One of the other men holstered his pistol and took the rope. While Tushar and the third man kept their guns aimed at Sam and Denny, he walked behind the sofa and leaned over to tie Sam’s hands behind his back, then did the same to Denny. When he was finished, he tied their hands together and added loops around their throats. Any attempt to pull away from each other would only tighten the noose.
“Very good,” Tushar said. “Now, help Martin gather whatever he needs and put it into my van. We need to leave quickly, before anyone comes looking for these two.”
Sam was looking at Tushar. “So, you’re the one behind all this?” he asked. “You appear to be from the Middle East. Is this some sort of jihadist operation?”
“You’re American, aren’t you?” Tushar asked. “What are you doing working with MI6?”
Sam shrugged. “Don’t ask me,” he said. “They just called and asked me to come over and lend a hand. Am I right? Is this something to do with terrorism?”
Tushar grinned at him. “Not that you could possibly fathom my true intentions, but the answer to that question is not so simple. If, on the other hand, you were to ask if it is about power—well, that would certainly be true.”
“Try me,” Denny said. “Perhaps I can understand, I’m a native. What possible motive could you have for murdering people who have never done a thing to you?”
“Oh, you’re wrong there,” Tushar said. “The people of England, and many other countries, have done more than enough to earn the fate that awaits them. I’m sorry, however, I don’t have time to educate you as to their crimes. You simply have to wait, like everyone else. Believe me, the answer will be clear to everyone in the fullness of time.”
Slowly, carefully, Tushar walked behind the sofa and checked the way their hands were tied. His man had done a very good job, he decided, so he put away the gun and walked back around to sit in the chair that faced them. The remaining man continued to keep them covered.
“Be quick, Martin,” he called out. “I’m sure we don’t have all day. MI6 could send more at any time.”
Embry and the other man appeared out of a back room a moment later, each of them carrying a large box, which they proceeded to take out the back door. Sam kicked himself mentally for not bothering to check behind the row house, but it was too late for such recriminations. He was more interested in what Tushar had planned, because it almost sounded like he was going to leave them alive.
“So, what are you going to do with us?” Denny asked at that moment. “You’ve got enough problems now, you don’t need to add murdering SIS operatives to your troubles.”
“Murder? If I wanted you to be dead, you already would be. After all, I have a poison more deadly than ricin; all I’d have to do is put the tiniest drop on your skin, but you know that. No, it serves my purpose better to leave you alive.” He grinned. “You are actually having trouble understanding that, aren’t you? After all, you’ve seen my face. To your logic, that should mean that I would fear you will be able to track me down again, but that actually does not worry me. I’m afraid I’m something of a chameleon, very hard to pin down. I’m sure you don’t understand that at the moment, but you will later.”
Embry and his helper returned from outside, made another trip with each of them carrying another box and then one more, and this time Embry was carrying what looked like a glass jug full of a dark, viscous liquid. The glass jug was secured into a wooden frame, and there seemed to be padding all around its corners. When they came back in that time, Embry went into a different room and returned ten minutes later with a couple of suitcases that he must have hastily packed.
“All right,” he said, angrily, “I’ve got everything. If we have to go, let’s do it. I need to get back to work, I need to finish and be done with you.”
Tushar looked at Denny and Sam, then smiled. “You see? He’s so eager, it’s just amazing.” He rose to his feet. “He did a decent job of tying your hands, but I’m sure that won’t keep you from calling for help for more than a few seconds after we depart. Our time here is over, I fear, so we shall take our leave. As long as neither of you shows his face out the rear door, I have no reason to kill you. Please do try to remember that, I’d hate to have to go back on my word.”
He turned then and followed Embry out the back door, the other two men right behind them. Denny and Sam instantly began trying to get to their feet, but it was a struggle. They made it, though both of them were choking by the time they did. Unfortunately, the truck that had been waiting behind the house was already gone by the time they were able to peek out a rear window.
“Kitchen,” Sam said, still struggling for breath. They made their way into the kitchen and Denny spotted a block of butcher’s knives. He managed to grab one and quickly cut the ropes that held them.
Sam yanked the noose off his neck and gasped for air. Denny was doing likewise, but Sam pulled out his phone. He hit the icon to call Noah’s number, and then put it to his ear.
“Noah Wolf,” Noah answered. “Sam? Is that you?”
“It’s me,” Sam gasped out. “The killer is a Middle Eastern man who is going by the name of Tushar, that’s all I’ve got. Martin Embry is making the protein for him, and I gather they’re making a lot of it. We were going to bring Embry in for questioning when Tushar showed up with a gun and two other men, and the four of them just left with all of Embry’s lab equipment and supplies. They’ve only been gone a few minutes, so if they can get someone to scan this area by air, they might spot a truck hurrying away.”
“All right, hold on,” Noah said. Sam could hear him relaying the information to those around him, and then he came back online. “What about you and your friend? Are you all right?”
“We’re fine, other than some rope burns. Tushar made one of his men tie us up, and I’m afraid he did a pretty good job. Ask Albert, see if anyone’s ever heard of this Tushar. He claims to be some sort of chameleon, and wasn’t worried about the fact that we had seen his face.”
“Will do,” Noah said. “Do you need someone to come get you?”
“No, but I think we need someone to go over this place. If he was making the poison right here, there could be traces of it or information that might help us figure out where they went.”
“Good point,” Noah said. He put a hand over the mouthpiece for a moment and they could hear him speaking to someone else, but then he came back. “Albert says he’ll get lab techs out there right away, and you should get out of the place until they arrive. Sam, if they were making it there, you need to be careful not to expose yourselves to any of it.”
“Trust me, we know. Neither of us has touched anything other than the sofa we were sitting on and a butcher knife. We’ll go out to the car and keep a watch on the place, but somebody needs to get here pretty soon.”
“Albert already has someone on the way,” Noah said. “As soon as they arrive, let’s get together and talk about this Tushar. Neil has a program that works like a forensic artist, so maybe we can come up with a picture of this guy.”
“Good,” Sam said, “because I want to be there when we bring him in.”
He and Denny went out to the car and sat down, watching the front door of Embry’s house. A large truck pulled up a half-hour later, and three men wearing hazmat suits climbed out. Sam and Denny stepped out of the car.
“You’re Mr. Prichard?” The man who asked was wearing what almost looked like a spacesuit.
“Yes,” Sam said. He pointed at Embry’s front door. “The deadly protein was apparently being made right there in that house, but they loaded up all the equipment and took it with them, as far as I know. We didn’t have any way to search the place safely, so we left that for you to do.”
The man nodded. “Excellent choice,” he said. “This is what we are trained for. I’m supposed to tell you to return to Vauxhall Cross, because Mr. Lingenfelter wants to speak with you as soon as possible.”
Sam nodded. “Oh, yeah, I’m sure,” he said. “We’re on the way.”
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“Let’s go over that once more, shall we?” Albert asked. “You saw Mr. Embry make three trips out of the house carrying what appeared to be equipment and supplies for his laboratory?”
“Yes, for the fifth time,” Sam said. “He carried out two big boxes that looked like they had lab equipment, and then a glass jug in a wooden frame. Another man was carrying more equipment at the same time. There was some kind of thick liquid in the jug, and the way it was padded, I would personally bet that it was the poison itself.”
“And that container appeared to be of the gallon size?”
“It sure looked like it to me,” Sam said, growing irritable. “It looked like the kind of jug you buy a gallon of apple cider in, that kind. Screw-on cap, a little ring next to the opening where you can hook a finger.”
“Yes, yes, I’m familiar with the type of container you describe.” Albert looked over at Gilbert Higgins, a lab technician. “A gallon of this substance? Should I find that as terrifying as I do?”
Gilbert looked grim. “So far,” he said, “it has taken only a portion of a single drop to kill more than one person. In an Imperial gallon, we would be talking about approximately ninety thousand drops, or twenty thousand drops per liter. With an effective method of dispersal, a single liter of this liquid could easily kill as many as a hundred thousand people, and conceivably more than double that number.”
“Dear God in Heaven,” Albert said.
“I’m afraid it gets worse,” Gilbert said. “This type of liquid could also be aerosolized, converted into a mist that could be dispersed into the air. One liter of this stuff would equal more than thirty cubic feet of vapor. If that was to be introduced into the aircon system in the 02 Arena, with twenty thousand seats, I have my doubts that anyone would get out alive. For all we know, the mist could float in the air for hours. It’s conceivable it could spread out to cover a large area, several blocks. A single aerosolized droplet would be more than enough to kill, and you could be looking at millions of such droplets.”
Albert, Sam, Noah and everyone else stared at the man for several seconds.
“This is beyond me,” Albert said. He took out his phone and pushed a button. “Catherine? I need you to come to the conference room immediately. The situation has taken on graver possibilities than we ever imagined.” He listened for a moment, then simply ended the call and put the phone back into his pocket.
Catherine Potts entered the room a moment later, and Albert required Gilbert to repeat everything he had just said. She listened without interruption, then turned to Sam Prichard.
“We’ve not been introduced,” she said. “My name is Catherine Potts, and I am a case officer. I’m sure you’ve already answered this question many times, because I know Albert, but are you certain that you saw that large a container of the poison?”
“Am I certain,” Sam said, “I saw that large a container? Yes. Do I know for certain that it contained the poison? No, I’m simply going on the fact that it was very carefully packed. I can’t imagine anything else that Embry would have taken such care with at that moment. The man was basically fleeing for his life, I doubt he would have bothered to take such precautions for a gallon of Kool-Aid.”
Catherine looked into his eyes for a moment, then nodded. “I would have to agree with your logic.” She turned to Albert. “Do we have any lead on where Mr. Embry and his associates might have gone?”
“I’m afraid not,” Albert said. “By the time we were able to alert police, there was no sign of any vehicle that might have been the van Mr. Prichard and Mr. Cortlandt heard about. I’ve got people scanning traffic camera footage, but I have my doubts they are going to find anything.”
Catherine nodded again. “Then I’m afraid it’s time to seek greater assistance.”
She took out her phone and dialed a number. “Mr. Lambril? It’s Catherine Potts. This case you dropped on me has turned into something with staggering potential for loss of life. I’m going to need additional assets. Yes, sir, I’m going to need access to satellite footage for the last three hours, as well as contact with intelligence analysts. We’ve identified two suspects, and one of them is of Middle Eastern descent.” She listened for a moment. “At the moment, all we have is the name Tushar. I need to know if intelligence has come across that name in the past.”
She listened for another moment, then ended the call and set the phone on the table as she turned back to Albert.
“Someone from satellite imagery will be here shortly,” she said. “They’ll give you access to all of the satellite video footage for the last few hours, so you can try to locate the vehicle. That should give you the opportunity to get a description of it, at least. Also, a young lady from intelligence will be coming by. It seems this Tushar is not unknown to our chatter specialists, because our director has seen it in a few briefings. She’ll be able to give us at least some information.”
Albert rubbed a hand over his face. “We need something,” he said. “This is bloody terrifying, Catherine. If Embry is capable of making this protein in such quantities, we could be looking at the biggest terror operations in history. Any real quantity of this stuff could kill hundreds of thousands, possibly more people than Hitler killed.”
“Indeed,” Catherine said. She turned to Noah. “I believe you can see now why I asked for you,” she said. “If we find these people, they must be eliminated.”
“I agree,” Noah said. “We can’t take a chance on anyone getting away alive with the secret of this particular poison. This is beyond anything that should ever be allowed to exist. And on that note…” He turned to Neil. “What can you find on chatter about someone named Tushar?”
“I’m already on it,” Neil said. “I set up a search program as soon as I heard Sam mention the name. It’s been running in the background for about an hour, now, so let’s see what it’s found.”
The program had apparently been busy, because there was a lot of data on the screen. Noah and Sam both leaned forward, trying to get a better look, even though they didn’t understand what they were seeing.
"Well," Neil said, "it looks like it’s found a few things." He clicked one of the first links on the page and a new screen opened. This one was the translated English transcript of a conversation that had been picked up by an American intelligence analyst. It was dated almost a year earlier.
Voice one:(In Arabic) I do not care what obstacles there might be. If we are going to accomplish what we have set out to do, there must be unity.
Voice two: There can be no unity without stable leadership. Until someone is capable of fulfilling that role, we are nothing but packs of dogs, all scavenging for scraps. It is time to let the old regime pass away along with its leadership, and to begin a new jihad. All of our individual operations will fail until we gather together. Only then can Islam rule the world as it is meant to do.
Voice one: We are in agreement with you, but who will stand? Only three men have enough power to take that position, but only one can hold it. We can bring more than ten thousand people into the jihad, but only if there is a leader who can command our respect, as well as our efforts.
Voice two: Indeed, and we have such a man. He has proven himself many times over, and is courageous enough to act when others fear. It is time to bring all of us under his leadership, all of the many different factions that strive for Islam.
Voice one: You speak of Tushar? We know that he is now running all of your operations, but he is young. Our leaders have always been among the elders.
Voice two: And this is why they have failed. Elders are wise, and their counsel should never be ignored, but to truly achieve our goals, we need someone who is young and strong. Tushar Balakrishnan is that man. Even as we speak, he is in Tikrit, solidifying his relationship with Islamic State.
Voice one: Does he truly believe he can bring them under his command? If he does, then perhaps he is the man we need. When he returns, we will speak again.
“That’s the first reference I found,” Neil said. “Tushar Balakrishnan. That’s actually a Hindu name, but it seems our boy has more interest in being a Muslim. If he was trying to gather all the different factions under his command, we’re dealing with somebody with some pretty big ambitions.”
“I agree,” Noah said. He turned to Albert. “Your opinion, sir?”
“I’ve never heard that name before,” Albert said. “However, there was a memo some time ago telling us to watch out for people trying to unite the different jihadist factions. I get the feeling our people might have missed a few things.”
Neil turned back to the computer and went on to the next link. This one showed a photograph of three men and was dated two years earlier, but it was grainy and taken from a distance. One of them was identified as Tushar Balakrishnan, while the other two were labeled as al-Baghdadi and al-Jazwari, both of whom were known leaders of ISIS In Afghanistan.
“Is that him?” Noah asked Sam.
Sam leaned close, but shook his head. “I really can’t tell,” he said. “He wasn’t wearing that kind of clothing, and that picture is pretty poor quality, anyway.”
Neil clicked the next link, and an American intelligence memo appeared on the screen. It was dated a week after the previous transcript.
Mohamed al-Baghdadi has announced his support for Balakrishnan. With him in Balakrishnan’s camp, it is highly likely that all other factions, with the possible exception of Al Qaeda, will accept Balakrishnan as their absolute leader. Balakrishnan claims that he can lead all of the jihadists to a position of power over the global community, and his rhetoric makes it clear that terrorism will be a major tool in this effort. Careful attention should be paid to any reference to Balakrishnan or his movements.
Neil clicked another link. "Here's someone who claims to have seen Tushar in Pakistan, right around the time of the previous transcript. One of our agents, apparently.”
“You bloody Yanks,” Albert said. “Be nice if you shared some of this intelligence once in a while.”
"Let's see what else we’ve got," Neil said as he closed that screen and clicked another link. This one opened what looked like a PDF file, apparently some sort of official document that listed various sightings of Tushar. “Check this out, this guy has been all over the world over the past three years or so, talking with Islamic leaders everywhere! And look at the dates, some of these would match up with major terrorist attacks during the same time period. We’ve got him in Paris, Germany, Spain, here in London, and he's been somewhere close to almost every Islamic terrorist attack in the past three years! Look at this list—here's Barcelona, Hamburg, Manchester, London—look, he was in Berlin just last fall when the attack happened there. Guys, somehow, this man has been connected to every major terrorist attack in the last three years, at least!"
Sam whistled and shook his head. “This guy is bad news,” he said. “Doesn’t anybody have a decent photograph of him?”
Neil didn’t get the chance to answer. Sam’s phone rang only a second later and he looked to see that it was Harry calling.
Sam answered the phone by saying, "Harry, if I’d known what you were getting me into, I would’ve hung up on you."
Harry chuckled. "I didn't know what it was either, Sam, boy," Harry said. “Apparently, however, somebody over there is scaring the hell out of people over here. That’s why I’m getting calls from D.C. at 4 o’clock in the morning. Anything you can tell me?”
"Oh, Lord, Harry," Sam said, “This thing is a nightmare. We’ve got a biochemist who is making the most deadly poison ever for a man who is apparently trying to consolidate all of the Islamic jihadists into one functional army. Denny and I came face-to-face with the bastard, but he got the drop on us. It’s a miracle we got out alive.”
“Sam,” Harry said, “I don't know of anyone better suited to this type of job than you, so when my old friends are calling me up this early, all I can do is reassure them that you will be on top of it. You got any kind of prediction on how this is going to end up?”
“Not at the moment,” Sam said. “The computer guy among my new friends over here is going over all the American chatter, but a lot of it is things that should have been ringing alarms years ago. You ever heard of Tushar Balakrishnan?”
“Can’t say that I have. Is he the bad guy?”
“He’s the one I was talking about a moment ago. This guy has apparently been visiting all the different jihad and terrorist group leaders and getting them to work under his direction. The fact that he now has the most deadly weapon of mass destruction I’ve ever heard of is not going to help me sleep well tonight.”
“And E & E specifically asked for your help. Sam, you need to do whatever it takes to find this guy, and then let your new friends do their job. I know that doesn’t thrill your heart…”
Sam was shaking his head emphatically. “Oh, hell, Harry,” he said, “this is one time when I’m one hundred percent in favor of Noah Wolf and his people doing what they do. The trouble is, we don’t have any clue where this guy could be, and he seems to think he’s able to change his appearance enough that just the fact Denny and I saw his face doesn’t worry him at all. I’m not really sure how much help I can be, but I’ll do the best I can.”
“I know you will,” Harry said. “Sam, son, you are literally the best agent I have ever known, and this is another case of your country calling upon you for help. There isn’t anybody else in the world I believe could find this guy better than you.”
Sam looked at Noah, who was watching him intently. “Like I said, Harry,” he said, “I’m going to do the best I can. Other than that, I don’t know what else to say.”
“All right, Sam,” Harry said. “I’ll do my best to keep D.C. off your backs, but do me a favor and let me know how this turns out. There are a lot of feathers ruffled in Washington, and it could blow up in all of our faces if this guy gets past you and manages to bring his brand of terrorism to the United States.”
The phone went dead, and Sam set it down on the table in front of him. He leaned forward and put his head in his hands, but then raised his face again to look at Noah.
“Okay, so we know that this Tushar is out to put his Islamic jihadist buddies in control worldwide. He’s got a poison that can kill thousands at a time, maybe even hundreds of thousands. Where’s he going to go from here?”
Noah’s eyebrows went up in the center, the way they did when he was tackling a problem that didn't make sense logically. "Sam, you’re the investigator. I suggest we simply wait for the intelligence people to get here and try to gain more knowledge before we make any other attempt to locate him.”
Sam stared into his icy blue eyes for a moment, then slowly nodded his head. “I guess that makes as much sense as anything I can think of,” he said. He turned to Catherine. “Any chance you can speed them up any?”




ELEVEN

Three people entered the room a few moments later, and they quickly introduced themselves. Mildred Cottingham was a supervisor from the intelligence analysis office on the top floor, while Philip Attenborough and Randolph Winchester were from satellite analysis. Philip and Randolph were directed to work with Neil and a couple of the other computer geniuses from MI6, while Mildred briefed Catherine, Albert, Noah, Sam and the rest.
“Tushar Balakrishnan first came on our radar just about five years ago,” Mildred said. “As far as we could tell, he was no direct threat to the U.K. at the time, so there was no special effort made to pay a lot of attention to him or any of his activities. He was simply one more in a long list of people who have tried to consolidate the jihadis, and none of them have had any success before now.”
“Well, we got some bad news for you, ma’am,” Sam said. “According to what American intelligence sources are saying, he’s not only having success, he’s probably planning the destruction of the Western world.”
Mildred shot him a look that was filled with acid. “Yes, we know. Unfortunately, your people have been holding back. We have certain agreements in place with the American government that should have resulted in their sharing this information with us, but they chose not to do so. As result, we are scrambling to catch up to where they have already arrived. Now, if I can continue my briefing without interruption?”
Sam scowled at her, but said nothing else.
“Well, then,” she said after a moment. “To continue, we now know that Balakrishnan has almost all of the jihad fanatics under his control. We do not know how he got into the U.K., but there has been some indication over the last few weeks that he might have been planning to come here, so it’s possible he simply arrived sooner than we expected. If the man you saw truly was Tushar Balakrishnan, then your statement that he referred to himself as a chameleon makes some sense. That we know of, there have been a total of five photographs taken of Balakrishnan, but no two of them look at all the same. He seems to be a master of disguise, capable of changing his appearance apparently within a matter of minutes.”
“How can anyone do that?” Albert asked. “Even with the best possible theatrical makeup, it takes time to apply it to the point that you truly look different.”
“Are you at all familiar with the concept of cosmetic prostheses? It appears that Balakrishnan has a number of masks in his possession at almost all times. They are made of a highly specialized type of silicon that perfectly imitates human flesh. Originally developed for people who had suffered disfigurements, they are now turning up in various aspects of espionage work. Balakrishnan seems to have stumbled across one of the specialists who can create them, and we have to assume that he has at least one of these people under his control.”
“All right,” Catherine said, “so that’s how he moves about undetected. What about his motives, his goals? What do we know about them?”
“What we believe so far is that Balakrishnan is working toward a time when Islam will be the ruling religion. In order to accomplish that, he intends to break the West as thoroughly as possible, destroy any possibility that we can maintain our individual cultures. How he intends to accomplish that, we are not sure, but there is no doubt that it will involve casualties on a massive scale. We do know that our own country is not his only target, however. We have detected evidence that he is planning some sort of massive attack that will affect the U.K., Europe, Israel, the United States and Canada, Australia, and almost every other non-Muslim nation. Until now, we couldn’t even speculate as to how he might hope to accomplish such a grand scheme, but with this Touch of Death, the possibility becomes terrifyingly more plausible.”
Sam thought through everything he'd been hearing, trying to find the thread that would tie it all together. Everything he knew about politics, everything that Mildred had been explaining, all of it was swirling together in his brain and he was trying to make sense of the mixture. Something about the idea that this faction was using many different jihadist groups to build its power, along with the terrifying possibilities that the Touch of Death poison brought along, was almost too much for him to grasp.
“Okay, I’m trying to see this,” Sam said. “I’m trying to understand just what this guy is actually planning. If we can figure out his basic motivation, that could give us something of an edge on anticipating what he might do next, but it’s just about beyond me to see how he could ever hope to put Islam in control of the world.”
“You’re certainly on the right track,” Mildred said. “Islam as a religion isn’t itself a threat to anyone, but there are fanatical factions that believe that all infidels must be destroyed. This is the general thrust of all jihadists, that only those who worship Allah under the precepts of Islam are worthy of life.”
"But, dear God, what's the point? Are they simply out to destroy England, Europe, America?"
“My dear Mr. Prichard, if only it were that simple. I’m afraid that it’s actually about globalization. One world, one single government, adhering to the precepts of radical Islam. Do you want to know what is standing in the way of this entirely new form of new world order? It's the one thing that Western nations are best known for, and is precisely what jihadists hate as much as they hate anything. Have you any idea what that might be, Mr. Prichard?"
Sam's eyes suddenly shot wide open. "Oh my—it's freedom. What you're saying is that these factions are out to destroy freedom. Am I right?"
“You are indeed. Radical Islam abhors freedom. Its followers must adhere to rigid schedules of prayer, must obey strict rules that affect almost every aspect of life, and cannot show any sign of resistance. To do so is to invite vengeance that will culminate in death. If they can impose this philosophy on the rest of the world, those who bring it about will find themselves holding the greatest shares of power.”
Sam sat back in his chair and stared straight ahead. “Okay, this is definitely on the mind boggling side of things. But, how in the world are we gonna stop this guy? We don’t even have any clue where to look for him!”
Denny, sitting beside Sam, suddenly chuckled. “Funny, that, coming from you, Sam. I don’t think I can count the times you didn’t have a clue and still managed to figure out what was going to happen.”
“Okay,” Noah said, “so we have some idea of what this Tushar is up to. Let’s see if the satellite people have been any help.”
Mildred left the room and they all turned to where Neil and two other computer techs were staring at monitors. Satellite imagery was flowing across their screens, and they were staring intently.
“Neil?” Noah said. “Any luck?”
“Well, we found the right time and zoomed in on the house. There was definitely a truck parked behind it, but it’s just a white truck. There are thousands of them in London, and the bad news is that most of the streets in that neighborhood are lined with trees. The satellite can’t see through those, so the truck we are looking for could be one of more than a dozen that moved out of that area around the same time. We can see where a few of them went, but the activity around them doesn’t fit what we would expect to see if it was Tushar and Mr. Embry. I suspect we’re looking at normal delivery vans, rather than the specific truck we were hoping to find.” He looked up at Noah. “He’s using a vehicle that would be almost impossible to pick out in a crowd, or parking lot. This guy is smart, Noah. I’d have to say he anticipated the possibility we would turn to satellites to hunt him at some point, so I tried hacking into the traffic camera system. Unfortunately, London doesn’t have nearly as many of them as people think they do. Most of the traffic camera housings you see at intersections are actually empty. I’m afraid there just weren’t any working ones anywhere close to Embry’s house.”
“That’s interesting,” Noah said. “We’re certainly not dealing with the average jihadists.” He turned to Sam. “I’m trying to put myself into his mind, think the way he would. If I were planning to destroy the West, and had a weapon as powerful as this one, why would I be hanging around London? Any thoughts on that?”
Sam screwed up his face as he considered the question. “Well, that’s where he found Embry,” he said. “To be honest, I’m personally surprised he didn’t take the man somewhere else, someplace better controlled by Islamic State or one of the other groups. That would seem to me to be a bit safer, if you wanted to have this stuff manufactured in quantity.”
“Yes,” Jenny said, “but it wouldn’t give you a steady supply of test targets. If he’s out to destroy the West, he’s going to want his experimentation to take place where it will at least further his goals. Even with the few victims there have been so far, we can already see the people becoming frightened. No, I think he stayed here on purpose, but I’m not sure we understand why.”
“May I add something?” Angeline asked. “It would seem to me that he must have a specific target in mind here in London. Would it be prudent to look into what events might be taking place in the near future, things that will have large congregations of audience?”
“That’s an excellent point,” Sam said. He turned to Neil. “Hey, whiz kid. Can you check that out for us real quick?”
“Yeah, give me a minute.” Neil began tapping on the keyboard, and a moment later there was a new list of links on his screen. “Okay, you’ve got seven different concerts happening in the next couple of months, all at very large venues. Any of those might be a target, I suppose. There is a special investiture coming up this weekend, when numerous people are set to be knighted by the queen at Westminster Abbey. A very special concert will be held at the O2 Arena next month, a farewell performance by some old rockstar who’s decided to retire, and then there’s…”
“Hold it,” Noah said. He turned to Albert. “This investiture,” he said. “How many people are likely to attend?”
“In this particular one? This is one of the rare investitures that are opened to the public. They normally take place at Buckingham Palace, but this particular one is being held at Westminster Abbey. Normally, the Abbey can accommodate up to two thousand people, but there are additional seating arrangements that can bring it up as high as four thousand, or possibly more. I believe they will be in use during this one, and it isn’t difficult to see why you ask. You think this could be the target?”
“If I were Tushar, I think I’d consider taking out members of the royal family as a pretty powerful statement. The queen will be there, but who else among the royals?”
“Prince Philip will be there, of course, and I’m certain that Charles and the young princes will attend.”
Noah looked at Sam, who nodded.
“It fits,” Sam said. “Not only do they instill terror, but they take out the queen and her most likely successors. I’d have to say you’re making sense.”
“Yes, I am,” Noah said. “Catherine, you need to start taking steps to secure Westminster Abbey, now. The problem is that this particular weapon is so easy to deploy that we can’t be sure you can stop it. Maybe you should think about changing the venue at the last minute, take it somewhere that would be a lot more secure.”
“Her Majesty would never agree,” Catherine said. “She takes her duties very seriously, and investiture is one of them. This particular event will see more than three dozen men knighted, as well as over a hundred other investitures. I can assure you, she would absolutely refuse any sort of last-minute change.”
“She’s right,” Albert said. “She knows the queen far better than I, but I’m certain she’s correct.”
Noah looked at Sam again. “You need to find this guy, Sam. We’ll do whatever we can to help, but you’re the best hope we’ve got.”
Sam glared at him for a moment, but then nodded his head. “I’m trying,” he said. “I just wish I knew where to look next.”
The rest of the day was frustrating. Neil’s search of Facebook’s photo database was still running, but even he said that it could take days to go through the hundreds of millions of photos the website held. Sam and Denny had to simply sit by while Neil and the MI6 personnel searched for any sign of Tushar and Embry. At lunch time, they were taken down to the cafeteria on the first floor, but neither of them had a lot of appetite. They sat and drank coffee, simply trying to cope with everything they had learned since coming to London.
“We’ve got to find this guy, Sam,” Denny said. “We cannot let him do the things he’s trying to do.”
“I agree,” Sam said. “All we can do at the moment, though, is hope those whiz kids upstairs can get us some kind of lead. Embry doesn’t have any family, so there’s no one he might contact.” He shook his head. “If we’d only had weapons, we might have brought this to an end today.”
“Yes, well, we should have asked for them. I’m quite certain Mr. Lingenfelter would be happy to provide them, and I, for one, do not plan to go unarmed any longer on this case.”
“I’m ahead of you,” Sam said. “I talked to him about weapons before we came down for lunch, and he promised to have them for us by the time we come back.”
Albert was true to his word, and both of them were provided with Glock 17s and holsters when they returned to the conference room. They threaded their belts through the loops and strapped the guns on, and both of them felt just a bit better for the extra weight.
Unfortunately, there were no new leads forthcoming. At 6 o’clock that evening, Albert announced that they were standing down for the rest of the day. There had been no new victims, despite the letter and photographs, and Albert patted Sam on the back. It was his opinion that it was Sam’s confrontation with Tushar that had forestalled the deaths of the three people in the photos, but Sam wasn’t so sure.
He and Denny were allowed to take their car to the hotel, and Sam waited until they were alone in the room before calling home.
Indie answered cheerfully. For her, it was not quite lunchtime. “Hey, babe,” she said.
“Hey,” Sam said. “How’s everything going back home?”
“It’s going,” she said. “We all miss you. Kenzie was mad that you didn’t get a chance to say goodbye, but she’s over it now. Bo just keeps calling for you, like he expects you to come walking into the room any moment.”
“Give them both kisses for me. I promise I’ll be home soon as I can, but this case—it’s a bad one, babe.”
“Does it have anything to do with the people being poisoned over there? I saw something about it on CNN a little while ago.”
“Yes,” Sam said with a sigh, “I’m afraid it does. Indie, this could get really bad over here. Right now, we’re afraid we could be looking at something worse than 9/11.”
She was quiet for a moment. “You’re being careful, right, Sam?”
“Of course I am,” he said. “But this is the worst monster I’ve ever gone after, and I’m just not sure that I’m up to being the one to find him. We’ve got no leads, no clues, nothing but a name.”
“Anything Herman and I can do?” she asked.
“They’ve got people over here that are very good with computers, but I’ll let you know if I can think of something. For now, I just wanted to hear your voice and tell you that I love you.”




TWELVE

Alex Lambril, director of MI6, lived in a nice neighborhood on Sloane Street in Chelsea, in southwest London. Despite his position in the intelligence community, he was a very private man. As such, he did not care for the idea of having security people around his home.
Although in his mid-fifties, Alex was still in pretty good shape. He could still run an obstacle course that would leave many younger men gasping for breath, he maintained his black belts in five different martial arts disciplines, and he could still see and hear as well as ever. That was important to him, and he had his vision and hearing checked twice a year, just to be safe.
After a day such as it had been, the most important thing on his mind was getting home to his wife and trying to relax. When he arrived, his butler told him that Mrs. Lambril had gone out for an evening with their daughter and would not be home until later. Alex simply nodded, since this was not uncommon, and went to his den.
His phone rang and he picked it up, expecting it to be his wife calling, but the number was blocked. He looked at the phone for two rings, and then answered it.
“Alex Lambril,” he said.
“Hello, Mr. Lambril,” came a voice through the line, and Alex tried without success to place it. It was not familiar, but a moment later, he knew why. “My name, Mr. Lambril, is Tushar Balakrishnan. I feel rather certain that you’ve heard my name today. Am I correct, sir?”
His grip tightened on the phone. “You are,” he said. “I don’t suppose you would care to tell me how you acquired this number?” His heart began to race as he waited for the answer.
“It wasn’t difficult,” Tushar said. “I do hope I'm not interrupting anything; I just wanted to speak with you for a moment, and see if we might avoid some impending unpleasantries.”
“Unpleasantries?” Alex asked. “And just what might those be?”
“Now, Mr. Lambril,” Tushar said, “I’m rather certain that you must be aware of my presence in your city, and that I am preparing a few surprises. In fairness, however, I thought that it might be prudent to offer your government the opportunity to avoid some of them. Are you willing to discuss how that might come to pass?”
Alex frowned. “You can discuss whatever you like,” he said. “I can tell you, without revealing any secrets, that you’re currently my agency’s number one priority, but I suspect you already knew that.”
Tushar laughed. “Of course, Mr. Lambril. I would expect nothing less, but there is a way to avoid the disastrous loss of life that I am planning. Since you are the man who will ultimately be responsible for answering to your government when my plans come to fruition, you are also the one man who might be able to convince your government to cooperate. For that reason, I am calling with a simple proposal. If your prime minister will remove all of the impediments to Muslim immigration that are currently in place, and take steps to permit Muslims to freely exercise their culture and religion, I shall take my plans elsewhere. If not, then I’m afraid you will be the man to oversee the greatest disaster in British history.”
“And just what might that disaster be?” Alex asked. “It might help if I was able to give the PM some details.”
“Oh, I don’t think I can be giving away my secrets,” Tushar said. “Mr. Lambril, let me advise you to cooperate. After all, if I can get your telephone number, then you must have deduced that I also know where you live.”
Alex’s eyes narrowed. “I’m sure you are aware that I can make no such request,” he said. “Mr. Balakrishnan, there is absolutely no point in continuing this conversation. Good day.”
He hung up the phone and set it on the table beside his chair, then leaned back to consider what he should do next. A few minutes later, he reached for his phone once again, preparing to call his offices and speak to the night supervisors.
He heard the soft click of the back door as he was about to dial, and listened for the barely audible sound of soft-soled trainers coming down the hall. When he was certain of what he was hearing, he quietly slid open the drawer in the sidetable and withdrew the Walther pistol he kept there. He got to his feet and stood there, waiting, until he heard the unmistakable sound of the knob turning slightly on the door into his den, and then he held the silenced pistol out in front of himself as he moved quickly to stand beside the large bookcase that stood next to his desk. That left him facing the doorway with a minimal profile, so when the two men burst into his den with their own guns held out before them, all it took was two quick squeezes of the trigger to drop both of them with a single round through each of their heads. Both of them fell, and Alex lifted the barrel of his pistol to point it at the ceiling. He waited more than two minutes before moving, and then peeked around the door and down the hall. No one seemed to be waiting there, so he looked back at the two men he'd just killed, then went quietly through the house until he found his butler, Charlton, whose throat had been slashed in the kitchen.
He secured the doors and then went back to his den, once more looking down at the two dead men. He didn't know either of them, but that wasn't a big surprise; there were so many new players on the field lately that he couldn't possibly know them all. Neither of them would be identifiable, of course; there would be no ID on them, and fingerprints and other forms of identification methodology would almost certainly come up empty. He took out his phone and completed the call to his office.
“MI6, Office of the Director,” came the crisp answer.
“That’s Arthur, isn’t it? This is Alex Lambril. I shall need security services tonight, and you might send the police and the coroner. I’m afraid I just killed two would-be assassins, and one of them has managed to murder my butler.”
Arthur, who was an excellent duty officer, asked only a couple of questions before getting off the phone and taking care of his duties. Alex heard sirens approaching his house in less than three minutes, and five SIS operatives arrived only a few seconds behind the police.
Twenty minutes later, three more operatives arrived. They were accompanying Mrs. Lambril, who rushed to her husband and threw her arms around him.
* * * * *
Tushar was surprised. He'd made it clear to Alex Lambril that he had people watching him, and had even given him the courtesy of a warning, but he'd never have believed the old bureaucrat could take out two of his best, not on his own. That seemed to be what happened, though, since neither of his men had checked in at the time appointed, and this was confirmed only an hour later, when the news services reported on the attempted assassination.
He had called Alex from one of a number of disposable phones he kept close to him, and when Alex had refused to cooperate, he'd used the same phone to tell Mustapha and his partner to move in. The purpose of the assassination was simply to shake up those who were trying to stop him, even though he seriously doubted they had any real hope of doing so. Still, it couldn’t hurt to keep them nervous, could it?
He looked around the large room that he was sitting in, watching Martin Embry for a moment as the man decanted yet another gallon of the deadly poison into a new container. It was absolutely amazing to Tushar what a man would do to protect someone he loved, even when that beloved person was completely unaware of his affections. It was one of Tushar’s operatives who had discovered that Martin Embry, one of the leading biochemists in the field of protein folding, was hopelessly in love with a neighbor girl who was barely into her teens. When that operative managed to find the video feed from the hidden camera Embry had embedded in the shared wall that led into her bedroom, Tushar had known he had what it would take to convince Embry to do what he wanted.
All he had to do was threaten to kill the girl. Embry had been his man ever since, and his skills proved to be every bit as good as advertised. He had agreed to create a potent poison for Tushar, but even Tushar was stunned at what the man had developed.
“Touch of Death,” he mused, thinking of the name that MI5 had given to Embry’s creation. It was fitting, he thought. And in less than forty-eight hours, it would make its presence felt throughout the world.
“How much do we have now?” Tushar asked. Martin looked up at him, his face haggard and filled with hate, but without any sign of resistance.
“I’m up to fourteen gallons,” Embry said. “Dispersed properly, you have enough to kill a billion people or more.”
Tushar nodded. “Then you need make only six gallons more,” he said, “and then we shall be finished. How long do you need to complete the rest of the procedure?”
Embry looked at his equipment. “Not much longer,” he said. “The beauty of this is that, by exposing my protein to others that had the same amino acid foundation, but with a different three-dimensional structure, the rogue prions in mine cause the inert proteins to re-fold themselves into a duplicate of my own. This is why it seems to replicate itself, because I have simply refolded a common protein found in blood plasma. The blood plasma your people acquired for me is what is making it so simple to create larger quantities.”
“And your protein is stable? How long will it keep before it is no longer deadly?”
Embry shrugged. “Once it is completely dehydrated, the protein is stable. There won’t be any loss of toxicity, because there won’t be any breakdown of the amino acids. You can store it on a shelf for twenty years and it would still be just as potent and deadly as it is today.”
Tushar smiled. “Martin, you are a wonder. Perhaps I should be thinking of a way to reward you for what you have done. I know, I know,” he said. “Perhaps I should arrange for your young lady to be relocated somewhere safe, where you could join her once your work is done. Would that please you, Martin?”
Embry stared at him, licking his lips several times before he got up the courage to speak. “You would actually do that? But suppose she rejected me?”
Tushar shook his head. “I don’t think rejection would be a problem,” he said. “Where I would take the two of you, she would be entirely dependent upon you for survival. Why, Martin, you could turn her into your own ideal of the perfect woman.”
Martin swallowed, then licked his lips again. “I would do anything for you,” he said, “if you could do that for me.”
Tushar smiled. It was so easy to manipulate those who were captivated by their own perversions. Of course, there was no way he would actually allow Martin to ever lay hands on the young girl. Better she should die, along with so many others in London, than to have to endure the touch of a pedophile.
“I shall see to it immediately,” he said aloud. “As soon as your work is done, Martin, I shall make your dreams come true.”
Tushar had no qualms about lying to Martin, and he had no fear about what he intended to do. He had accepted years ago that he was destined for this time and this position, and he had sought out the kind of advisers who could help him to plan it out. By uniting all of the radical Islamic factions, Tushar Balakrishnan would one day rule the world, and this was his ultimate goal. When Allah was recognized as the one true God, Tushar Balakrishnan would exercise his authority throughout all the Earth.
For the moment, though, he had work to do. Leaving Embry to his work, Tushar told three of his men to remain and ensure that he continued. Thus certain that the man would only do what he was supposed to be doing, Tushar got up and went to his small, personal cubicle.
The door opened behind him, and he glanced around to see old Tariq al-Bassar coming toward him. Tariq was his most trusted friend, and was highly skilled when it came to politics. It had been Tariq who first recognized Tushar’s charismatic genius, had realized that this was the man who could lead Islam to its rightful place in the world. He’d been working with the young man for more than a year now, and he felt that the time was drawing near when all of his hard work would finally come to fruition.
“It is all coming together, Tariq,” Tushar said. “One more demonstration, just to keep the London authorities interested, and then it will be time for the true mission.”
“And should all go well,” the old man said, “the world will be a very different place in just a few days.” He smiled at Tushar. “The Realignment. When we first used that term, I never dreamed it would be coming into reality so soon.”
Tushar smiled. “Allah wills it,” he said. “We have waited far too long for Islam to take its rightful place in the world. I am only grateful that I was chosen to serve in such capacity.”
“Indeed,” Tariq replied. “This is why I was led to you, and you have proven yourself a faithful servant. Go and do what you must for tonight, for the great work begins tomorrow.”
Tushar bowed to the old man and waited until he had left the room. As soon as he was alone, he reached under the small bed and removed the case that held the masks that had been made for him. They were soft, and so incredibly realistic that even those who knew him were often fooled. He opened the case and selected one, then quickly put it on. A fast change into jeans and a T-shirt and he was ready to go out into London once again.
After all, he had already announced who the next victims would be. He certainly didn’t want to disappoint Mr. Lambril by failing to deliver them.
He stepped out the door of the old warehouse building that he was using for a headquarters and got into the Jaguar that was parked outside. While MI6 was trying to identify the people in the photos, Tushar didn’t need to worry about where to find them. They’d be right where they were supposed to be, doing their jobs just as they did every night. He drove into the city and directly to Brewer Street in Soho.
Even though Soho had been cleaned up since its heyday in the nineteen eighties, it was still the place where you could find just about any kind of sexual adventure you might want. Prostitutes, strip clubs and sex shops were mostly found there, and Tushar had discovered them a couple of years earlier during a previous visit to London. He’d been fascinated, not so much by the dancers and displays, as by the spectators and customers. Such weakness, he thought, could only be a sign of a sick and broken society.
On the other hand, those who worked in the area tended to cherish their privacy. All three of his targets were employed in the Blue Room, an emporium that offered every kind of sex toy one can imagine, along with small theaters in the back of the building where strippers—both male and female—plied their trade.
The mask he was wearing was one that had become familiar to the employees of the establishment. He had developed the reputation of a big spender, dropping a lot of cash into the G-strings of the dancers, so he was rewarded with smiles when he entered.
A quick stop in the men’s room allowed him to carefully place one drop of Touch of Death onto each of three 20-pound notes. Wearing the gloves that protected him from its effects, he rolled them up and wrapped a few more notes around each. He slipped them into his shirt pocket, peeled off the gloves and went to watch the dancers.
Tucking a roll of notes into the waistband of the G-string was easy. The stripper probably wouldn’t bother to unroll it and count them until the night was over, so he was able to visit three different theaters and then make his departure within an hour.
As he drove back to the warehouse, he couldn’t help chuckling. Wouldn’t the police be surprised when all three of the victims he had predicted turned up dead before morning?
* * * * *
“So, did you have a good night?” Giselle asked. Her friend, Savanna, looked up with a smile.
“I did,” she said. “How was yours?”
Giselle frowned. “Not nearly as good as I would’ve liked,” she said. “I was hoping to make rent tonight, but I’m eighty quid short.”
Savanna gave her a pouty look. “Poor baby,” she said. “I can lend it to you, if you like. I did very well tonight, it won’t hurt me a bit.”
She picked up her bag and reached inside, coming out with a roll of notes. She hadn’t bothered to unroll and count it, but she was sure there was at least 100 pounds rolled up together. Giselle laughed and thanked her, tucking the roll down into her pocket. She didn’t unroll it until she got home, and then quickly counted out the rent money and set it on her dresser.
“Ooh, someone made some money tonight,” said her roommate, Jackie.
Giselle smiled. “Not too bad,” she said, “though I did borrow a bit to make rent. I should do pretty well tonight, though.” She swallowed suddenly, and put a hand to her throat. “I usually...”
Jackie looked at her. “Hon? You all right, then?”
Giselle opened her mouth to speak, but no sound came out. She took in a deep breath and tried again, but she felt like she wasn’t getting enough air, and was suddenly gasping. Jackie watched in horror as Giselle became unsteady and fell, and then the girl was unconscious.
Jackie knelt down beside her and took her hand, calling her name. Giselle didn’t answer, but a moment later, Jackie realized she was having trouble getting enough air. She had seen the news and began to panic, so she screamed for help.
The landlord downstairs heard the screaming and ran up to see what was going on, but both of them were dead by the time he arrived. He had also seen the news, so he rushed out of the tiny room and called police immediately.




THIRTEEN

Sam and Denny had both slept fitfully that night and rose early. They were in the hotel’s breakfast nook at six thirty, when Sam’s phone rang.
“Sam Prichard,” he said.
“Albert Lingenfelter. Remember those photos, we couldn’t identify the people in them?”
The skin on the back of Sam’s neck began to crawl. “I do,” he said.
“Well, we know who they are now,” Albert said. “They were strippers, exotic dancers, and all three were in the country illegally, which explains why we couldn’t find them in any of our databases. People like that, they like to keep a low profile. Two of them are dead, but one of them got lucky. Our man put the poison onto some money that he gave them, several notes rolled together. The man and one of the women died as they were getting ready to leave, counting the money they’d made. The other girl, however, loaned hers to a friend. Both the friend and her roommate died just a short time later at home.”
Sam scowled. “Son of a bitch,” he said. “Tushar.”
“Undoubtedly,” Albert said, “although we’ve gone over the security video and haven’t been able to identify him. We are looking for all of the patrons, but it’s going to be difficult to round them all up.”
“I’m sure it will be. All right, Denny and I will be there shortly. Any idea what you want us to do today?”
“Sam, I’m not even sure what I’m doing. I’ll see you at my office.” He hung up the phone and Sam dropped his own onto the table as he repeated the information to Denny.
“So, what are we going to do?” Denny asked. “Sam, I’ll confess I’m at a bit of a loss on this. I don’t truly fathom why we’re even here. Surely, MI6 has people who can do this sort of work better than we can.”
Sighing, Sam nodded. “I don’t disagree,” he said. “Unfortunately, everybody seems to be looking at us. We’ve got to at least try.”
They finished breakfast and headed to Vauxhall Cross, arriving a half-hour later. Instead of going to Albert’s office, as he had mentioned, they were shown back to the conference room. Noah and Jenny were already there, and both of them greeted the two men with handshakes.
“Don’t let this get you down, Sam,” Jenny said. “None of us can win them all, but we still keep trying.”
Sam managed a smile for her. “I don’t intend to quit. I just wish I had some idea where to start looking for this guy.”
“I think that’s what we’re going to focus on today,” Noah said. “There are six of us, and two of you. I think we should brainstorm together about the kind of place a guy like Tushar would be hiding, and then split up to go hunting. Two of us in each team, that’s four teams out there looking.”
Sam nodded. “Best plan I’ve heard yet,” he said. “So, got any ideas where to look?”
“Maybe,” Noah said. “We know that Tushar and Embry left the house in a truck yesterday, and we got a brief look at the truck by satellite. There aren’t any kind of distinguishing markings on the top of the truck, so after searching the area, there were quite a lot of them that looked the same. Neil noticed, however, that almost all of them ended up in industrial areas. Factories, warehouses, that sort of place. There are about forty-five real industrial areas in the city, so that’s a little more than ten each per team. Neil will be here shortly and can generate maps for us.”
“Maps for what?” Albert asked, entering the room.
“We had the idea of checking out industrial areas,” Noah said. “Most of the trucks we saw in satellite ended up in such areas, so it’s reasonably possible Tushar is using an old warehouse or storefront as his headquarters. Sam and Denny are going to look at some of them, while my team splits up into pairs and does likewise.”
Albert managed a weak smile. “Good plan,” he said. “I can detail some people to assist. There are hundreds of small business parks in greater London, so you’re going to need help.”
“Excellent,” Sam said. “The more of us out there looking, the better. Just bear in mind, we are dealing with one of the most dangerous criminals ever. Your people need to be aware that he has to be stopped at any cost.”
Albert looked at him for a moment, and Sam got the impression that he was being examined. “All MI6 personnel take it as a given that anyone we are seeking should be stopped at all cost. This case is no different in that regard.”
Sam nodded in acquiescence. “No offense intended,” he said. “Remember, I’m not used to dealing with people of your caliber. Back home, it’s hard enough to get local police to do anything other than harass the citizens.”
Albert managed another smile. “None taken,” he said. “Now, we need to look at another matter. Tushar has managed to kill the people he assured us he would, and that’s only going to embolden him. As it stood yesterday, I think we all agree that the upcoming investiture is a likely target. I’m going to be putting some of our own people onto that for security purposes, along with MI5 and the national police. I should appreciate having all of you look over the situation and offer your opinions. Should Tushar find a way to actually harm the queen, I’m afraid it could be a blow from which the country would never recover.”
“I can imagine,” Sam said. “If I could make a suggestion?”
“Please do,” Albert said.
“The company I work for specializes in large event security. It might be worth asking one of our security supervisors to come over and take a look, as well.”
Albert looked at him again for a moment, and Sam got that same under-the-microscope feeling. “Normally,” he said after a moment, “I would bristle with national pride and scoff at the offer, but this is not a normal time. If you would make such arrangements, I would be in your debt.”
“I’ll be glad to,” Sam said. “But I didn’t mean to imply…”
“Mr. Prichard, I am concerned about the safety of my queen. My pride, or the pride of my nation, cannot be permitted to get in the way of that purpose. Please, in the situation, I shall welcome all the advice I can get.”
“You’re a bugger, Albert,” Denny said with a grin. “Remember that I used to be with MI6, right? I can tell you that Windlass Security has people that make our blokes look like amateurs. You could do a lot worse than having them consult on this particular matter.”
“Undoubtedly,” Albert said, his face passive. “As I’ve stated, the safety of the queen is paramount. I look forward to hearing what your people have to say.”
Neil came in a moment later, followed by Marco, Sarah and Renée. Angeline arrived only a few seconds later, and then Liam Scott.
“Anyone know where Charles is?” Albert asked.
Liam waved a finger in the air. “He called me a few minutes ago to say he was having breakfast with one of his sources,” he said. “Should be here shortly.”
“Very good. Now, Mr. Blessing, we have been discussing the plan of searching the business parks. I believe you can provide some maps, for guidance?”
* * * * *
Charles Wimbley was a good operative, and he knew it. He’d started out in the Royal Navy, first as a common sailor, then finding himself tapped for some intelligence work because of a proficiency for languages. After his third tour of duty, as he was preparing to reenlist once again, he received a visit from a young lady who suggested his skills and experience might be better put to use in the SIS.
The thought of becoming an actual secret agent intrigued him; he had accepted the offer and had never regretted the choice.
His first few years had been spent on various forays into the Middle East, where his fluency in several different dialects made him almost invaluable. He had served as an interrogator, an interpreter, a propagandist, and in other capacities, but he had excelled in recruiting. He had the kind of affable personality that people tended to like, and often found it fairly easy to turn a potential enemy into a friend, and then into a double agent.
Since his return to England, he had put those same skills to use in cultivating sources of information. He could make himself comfortable in just about any setting, and the large influx of immigrants from traditionally Muslim nations had provided him with a large source of potential sources. Because he could speak from experience of his time in these various countries, and could often regale his contacts with stories of people they knew, at least by reputation, it wasn’t difficult for him to earn a healthy amount of respect in the various communities. As a result, he had one of the best informant networks in the entire agency.
The evening before, while everyone else was trying to rest and think of what to do, Charles had gone out looking for information about Tushar Balakrishnan. Quite a few of his sources had heard the name, but none seemed to know the man personally or even want to know much about him. After several hours of dropping into various Muslim-owned businesses, he had just about been ready to give up and go home for the night when a restaurant owner named Ahmad Sadiq had slipped him a note.
Rashad Ibrahim, it said. Nothing else.
Rashad Ibrahim was one of Charles’ contacts, a man who had immigrated to London ten years earlier and had made himself moderately wealthy by buying rundown buildings and renovating them. Most of them were rented to Muslim immigrants, naturally, and Ibrahim had been known to “suggest” to Charles that one of them needed the eyes of the government to pay close attention. Those suggestions had resulted in the arrest of more than a dozen potential terrorists, and Charles had been grateful for the tips.
He had gone looking for Ibrahim in the night, but he wasn’t to be found. He had finally gone home and gotten some sleep, but set an alarm to wake him early. As soon as he rose, he called Ibrahim and asked to meet him for breakfast, and the man willingly agreed.
Ibrahim enjoyed a traditional English breakfast now and then, so they met at a little restaurant called The Hare’s Den. The place was known for its black pudding, and was set in a district that didn’t have a lot of Muslim occupancy. Ibrahim was waiting when Charles arrived and looked up at his friend with a smile. They waited until they had placed their orders, then began to talk.
“I do not see you often these days,” Ibrahim said. “What is keeping you so busy, my friend?”
“We’ve been dragged into this mess of the poisonings,” Charles said honestly. “It’s rather ugly, I’m afraid, and there are indications that it might involve jihadists. I was wondering if you had heard anything.”
Ibrahim sucked on his cheek for a moment. “There have been rumors,” he said cautiously. “I have not known whether to believe them or not, but your question leads me to believe that there may be some truth to them.”
“What sort of rumors might those be? Would any of them involve a man named Tushar Balakrishnan?”
Ibrahim looked down at the plate in front of him. “That is not a name I like to hear,” he said. “There has been much talk about him, but I fear that he will cause my people great problems, great troubles.”
“He seems to be the man behind the poison,” Charles said. “We are desperately trying to locate him, old friend. Would you have any idea where we might find him?”
“I am afraid I do not. He is rumored to be in London, but no one seems to know anything more than that. It is always a friend of a friend of my uncle’s neighbor who has seen him, but no one seems to know who he is or what he looks like. There is only the talk that he will one day rule all of Islam, and that through him, Islam will rule the world.” He shook his head. “Such talk excites the young, but an old man such as myself knows that it will only bring death and heartache. If he has this poison that kills so quickly, the poison they talk about on the news television, then I fear that death is going to be his greatest legacy.”
Charles ate quietly for a moment, then looked up at his friend again. “If you needed to find him, could you do so?”
Ibrahim took another bite of his scrambled eggs before he answered. “I could probably do so,” he said slowly, “but even so much as asking could possibly cost me my life. I am not afraid to die, my friend, but I would hate to do so without very good cause.”
“I would not want you to die at all,” Charles said, “but I have nowhere else to turn. If you could find out for me where he is, I believe the situation can come to a successful conclusion without any risk to yourself.”
“The risk comes because Tushar Balakrishnan and I do not know each other. If he learns that I am trying to find him, he may decide that I am a danger and choose to kill me, rather than risk letting me know where he might be. In order to achieve this, I would need something of value to him. In fact, if I had something of value, he might be the one to reach out to me.”
Charles thought about it for a moment, then nodded his head. “Let me see what I can come up with,” he said. “Perhaps we can talk again later today.”
“Charles, my friend,” Ibrahim said, “I have come to love this country. If there is something I can do to help you preserve it, I am willing. I would simply like to be able to continue living in this wonderful country afterward, if that is possible. If you can find something that I could offer to him, something that might make him come to me, I am more than willing to put myself at risk. On this, you can have no doubt, for London has been good to me.”
“Let me work on it,” Charles said. “There may well be something I can come up with, something that will draw him to you and keep you from becoming suspect. The sausages are particularly good today, aren’t they?”
“They are,” Ibrahim said with a grin. “Only do not let my brothers know that I am eating them.”
Charles chuckled. They chatted about inconsequential things while they finished their breakfast, and then Charles shook his old friend’s hand as he went on his way to work.




FOURTEEN

Maps were slowly coming out of the printer when Charles Wimbley finally walked in the conference room. He caught Albert’s attention and motioned for him to step aside for a moment.
“What’s all this?” Albert asked when they were alone in a corner of the room.
“I met with one of my people this morning,” Charles said. “He says there are rumblings about Tushar being up to something, something that is going to put Islam in control of the world with Tushar running Islam. The youngsters seem to like the idea, but the old men see him as a threat. He’s agreed to try to locate Tushar for us, but we need to help him out.”
Albert glanced over his shoulder at the others, then turned back to Charles. “How are we supposed to do that?”
“I need something to give my man, something that will appeal to Tushar. If we can put my man in the position that Tushar comes to him, it will keep suspicion off of him.”
Albert blinked. “Well, you don’t ask for much, do you? I wouldn’t have the foggiest what might appeal to Tushar.” He narrowed his eyes as he looked at Charles. “You’ve given this some thought?”
Charles licked his lips nervously. “All the way here this morning,” he said. “There’s only one thing I can think of, assuming we are correct about the investiture being a target.”
Albert, who always seemed to take things slowly, was actually capable of rapid deduction. In the space of three seconds, he ran over all of the possibilities in his mind and his eyes suddenly went wide. “Good heavens, you can’t be suggesting…”
“It’s the only thing I can think of that will make Tushar come looking for him.”
“But who on Earth is this man of yours? What would ever make anyone believe he could be invited to an investiture?”
Charles grinned. “It’s Rashad Ibrahim,” he said. “The man has done more to keep peace in the Muslim community than anyone else, and he’s given a bloody fortune to British charities. No one would be terribly surprised should he receive an OBE.”
Albert stared at him for a moment. “Ibrahim,” he said. “I know the fellow, but not well. You’re right, of course, he probably should be invested. Of course, if Tushar takes the bait, we are potentially giving him an opportunity to reach the queen. And then, you have the risk that Tushar will see through the ruse. After all, the candidates for investiture were published months ago. Don’t you think it will seem odd if Ibrahim were to suddenly be added at this time, just days before the event?”
“I thought of that,” Charles said, “but there is a precedent. Whenever a nominee in the past has passed away or rejected the award, the queen has been known to ask for substitutions. As this is the religious service of the Order, it would not be amiss for her to do so.”
Albert chewed on his bottom lip for a moment, then shook his head. “This is above me,” he said. “We need to take it to Catherine, let her think about it.”
“Think about what?” Catherine Potts asked, and both men suddenly realized she had entered the room and was standing just behind them. They turned quickly, and Charles quietly explained his idea.
Catherine listened in silence until he was finished, then cocked her head slightly to the right. “It’s true that Her Majesty can request a substitution, but you still run the risk that it may seem suspicious to Mr. Balakrishnan. Is Mr. Ibrahim willing to accept that risk?”
Charles nodded. “He is, ma’am. He sees the potential danger to our country, and to the world.”
“Very well. I shall call Her Majesty and explain, but she will still need his nomination. Who can produce that?”
Charles grinned. “Ma’am, Ibrahim is a close friend of the mayor, and they attend mosque together. I daresay that it would be quite simple to get the mayor to cooperate.”
A slow smile spread across Catherine’s face. “Make it so,” she said. “I shall do my part.” She turned and walked away, and Albert looked at Charles.
“Well? Why are you still standing here? You’ve been given orders, see to them.”
Charles’ grin turned into a smile, and he turned and walked out of the room. Albert returned to the rest, who were marking the maps that had been printed.
“How goes it, then?” he asked. “Have you got the city sliced up like a pie, yet?”
“We’re getting there,” Noah said. “Greater London is pretty large, but most of the industrial areas—at least the largest ones—are in Tower Hamlets, just to the east of the city. Considering how quickly the truck vanished yesterday, I personally think those are our best bet. We’ve broken them into four sections, and two of us will be visiting each of them. The only other area with a lot of industrial parks is down in Sutton, and we’ll take a look at it next, if necessary.”
“Nonsense, we have to move more quickly than that. I can detail a dozen men to look through Sutton. I tend to agree with you, however, that Tower Hamlets hold the most potential.”
“Let’s go, then,” Sam said. “We all need to keep in close touch, just in case one team runs into trouble.”
“An excellent idea,” Albert said. He snapped a finger and Liam jumped to his side. “Give them our radios. They can use one of the special channels, so that they can keep in close communication, and we can monitor from here.”
“Yes, sir,” Liam said. He left the room for a couple of minutes, then came back and handed a small, portable radio to each of them.
“We’re ready,” Sam said. “Let’s roll.” He and Denny walked out of the room first, followed by Noah and Sarah, Marco and Renée, and then Neil and Jenny. They went directly to the parking lot, and each pair followed GPS instructions to the part of Tower Hamlets marked on their maps.
“I don’t think he likes us,” Sarah said to Noah as she drove. “Mr. Prichard, I mean. I don’t think he cares much for us.”
“He doesn’t,” Noah said. “Our very existence is an insult to the world he thought he lived in. He’s a former policeman, so he probably still believes in justice. On the other hand, you heard what he said about Tushar. He completely agrees with letting us take him out.”
“Yeah, and I understand that spiders eat mosquitoes, but I still hate the damn things. All I’m saying, Noah, is that you need to watch your back with him. I’m not sure he wouldn’t try to throw you under the bus if he got a chance.”
“No, he wouldn’t,” Noah said. “No matter what he thinks of us, he’s an honorable man. He’ll do what he has to do, even if that means supporting us in our mission, but his goal is to get as far away from us as he can, as quickly as he can. He wants to forget we exist, and he can’t do that as long as we’re working on this together.”
In their own car, Denny and Sam were having a similar conversation.
“He’s the coldest son of a bitch I’ve ever met,” Sam said. “And that girl, Jenny—geez, she scares the hell out of me. Little Miss Cheerful, but she gets off on killing people and the government thinks that makes her useful.”
Denny grinned. “Sam, you do realize that I was a former government agent, right? Do you think I never received orders to kill? Assassination is an extremely useful political tool, but their outfit does a lot more than just political assassinations. Their purpose, as far as I understand it, is to eliminate threats to the national security of the United States and its allies. This world is probably a lot better place because of them. I know damn well it’s a better place without some of the people I had to take out.”
“Look, I know there are times when the only answer is to kill the person or people creating the threat,” Sam said. “I can even tell you that I’ve had to make that decision myself a few times, and I didn’t lose a lot of sleep over it. This bunch, though, they’re different. They only exist to go out and kill, and they never even think about due process of law. They don’t even have to think about whether the killing is really necessary, because somebody way up above them already made that decision. I just have a problem with people who will kill someone simply because they were ordered to do so. At least, when I make the decision to kill someone, I have to be certain that it’s the only viable way to stop the problem.”
Denny looked at him. “Some of us don’t get that luxury, Sam,” he said. “I was sent into Germany once, my orders were to locate a particular individual and terminate him. Nobody told me why he had to die, but that wasn’t my concern. Someone far above me had evaluated the risk this person posed, and decided that his death was the only acceptable solution. I arrived in Hamburg, located my target and followed orders. It wasn’t until more than a year later when I learned that he was a handler of the terror cell that was behind the Paris attacks that killed almost 140 people. That’s why people like me, and people like Noah and his team, follow the orders they’re given. Because somebody who knows a lot more has already determined that is the proper course of action.”
Sam shrugged. “I get it,” he said, and then he sighed. “I just hate the very thought that these things have to happen. The world has become a crazy place in the last twenty years or so, but I never thought my own country would get involved in assassination.”
“That’s because,” Denny said with a grin, “you’ve been living in a fantasy world. The real world, I’m afraid, is a lot more complex and dangerous, and sometimes it takes the ugly parts of life to keep the beautiful parts alive.”
* * * * *
Catherine had gone back to her office and shut the door, then immediately called the queen’s personal secretary.
“This is Catherine Potts,” she said. “I need to speak with Her Majesty at her earliest convenience.”
“Just one moment, please,” the secretary said. Catherine was put on hold for a couple of minutes, but then she heard the voice of the queen.
“Catherine, my dear,” the old woman said. “I’m just about to have a morning tea. Would you care to join me?”
Catherine smiled. “That would be wonderful, Your Majesty,” she said. “I can be there in about fifteen minutes, is that all right?”
“Of course, my dear,” said the Queen. “It will take me almost that long to get there, myself. We shall see you then.”
The call ended and Catherine hung up. She rose quickly from her chair and hurried out of the building, got into her car, and drove directly to Buckingham Palace. She entered at the back gate, where the guard recognized her and stood stiffly at attention as she passed.
When she parked, she walked into the back entrance of the palace through a simple door, and was met by a young man dressed as a butler.
“Ms. Potts? If you will follow me, please?”
A moment later, Catherine was escorted into the Chinese Dining Room, the queen’s private dining area. While it was not the first time she had been there, she was, as always, amazed at the absolute beauty of the room. The walls were hung with three Chinoiserie panels by Robert Jones, from a set of four originally commissioned by George IV for the Brighton Pavilion. There was a large, flower-shaped chandelier hanging over the small, round table, while on the massive fireplace sat the famous Kylin clock, under a glass case. In the center of the room was the highly-polished circular table at which the Queen of England ate her simple meals.
“Hello, Catherine,” said the queen, smiling from her seat at the table. There was no one else in the room, so she pointed at the chair nearest her own. “Come and join me, it’s only the two of us.” She picked up the tea pot and poured a cup for her guest.
Catherine took the offered chair and accepted the cup. “Thank you, Your Majesty,” she said, but the grand old woman waved a hand.
“We aren’t in public, dear,” she said. “I’ve come to think of you as a friend, Catherine, so it’s only Lilybet. That’s what my friends call me.”
Catherine smiled, but her face flushed. The thought of taking such familiarities with the queen was nearly anathema to her, but one did not brush off such a thing. “Thank you—Lilybet,” she said with only a slight hesitation.
Elizabeth noticed, but only a slight smile betrayed it.
“So, what is on your mind, my dear? You sounded as if you might have some news for me on the current situation?”
“I do, Your—Lilybet, but it is not the kind of news I wish to deliver. I’m certain you were already briefed on the developments of yesterday, regarding Mr. Prichard’s confrontation with Tushar Balakrishnan?”
“I was,” said the queen. “From what I’ve been told, that one is a dreadful man who seeks to destroy us and everything we hold dear. Mr. Lambril seems to believe that he’s planning some sort of terrible act.”
Catherine nodded, cringing inside because the queen did not seem to know that she herself might be a target. “That is so,” she said. “In fact, we suspect that he may plan to attack during the investiture ceremony.”
The smile on the old lady’s face didn’t waver. “Yes, Alex mentioned that as a possibility. He even suggested we might change the date and venue, but I simply can’t disappoint everyone. Do go on.”
A quick sigh of relief escaped Catherine. “We suspected you might feel that way,” she said. “Your—Lilybet, it’s been suggested to me that we might be able to draw this Balakrishnan out if he believed he had a contact that would be able to get him or someone else into the investiture. There is a man who is loyal to our country, but who is very well known in the Islamic communities. He has done many great civic services for our country, so it’s been proposed that he might be invested as a substitution for someone who will not be present. We know that you have accepted substitutions in the past, and it would put this man in the position to be valuable to Balakrishnan. We hope that it will lead us to an opportunity to arrest him.”
“Arrest him? I should think we should hope for an opportunity to put him down. A man like that, he’s no more than a mad dog. He brings no value to the world, no benefit to society. I believe you and I spoke of this recently, did we not?”
Catherine blushed. “Of course, Your Majesty, and I did exactly as you requested. Our friends from across the ocean are here and actively assisting us in the situation. I merely meant that we hope to get Balakrishnan into a position where he is accessible. At that point, of course, my associates will do what they have been asked to do.”
Elizabeth smiled. “I was sure that’s what you meant,” she said. “Very well, get the name of the man to my secretary, and we shall announce his investiture before the day is over.”
Well, that was terribly easy, Catherine thought. She picked up her cup and took another sip of the tea, which was excellent, as always.




FIFTEEN

Unlike the private investigators found in books, most of them spent the majority of their time either sitting and waiting or doing an awful lot of walking and searching. After five hours of looking around more than a dozen business parks scattered around the Tower Hamlets area, Sam was feeling right back at home. This was what real PI work felt like, not sitting in an office and waiting for reports from an entire team of special investigators. As much as it made his bad hip hurt, there was something about it that felt like he was finally back in the game.
“How many more on our list?” Denny asked him.
“Only three more,” Sam replied. “I didn’t really have a lot of confidence in this idea, anyway.”
“Yeah, but we never know until we try. You drive, this time.”
“You must have a death wish,” Sam said. “I’ve never driven on the wrong side of the road before.”
“First time for everything, old friend. It’s not as hard as you might think. After all, that’s what I thought when I first came to the States. All you buggers drive on the wrong side, you know.”
“I guess it depends on where you’re from. Okay, which way?”
“Turn east,” Denny said. “About three kilometers, straight ahead.”
Across the borough, Noah and his team were having the same results. They had checked out more than a hundred commercial buildings, but any that were not currently occupied turned out to be completely empty. No one was hiding inside them, and there had been no sign that anyone had been there recently.
Noah took out his radio. “Anybody having any luck?” he asked.
“None,” Jenny replied. “This is getting pretty boring, Noah.”
“No joy over here,” Marco said. “Closest I’ve come to finding our bad guy is running some kids out of an empty warehouse. They seemed to think it was their private club, they had music playing and their own little bar set up.”
“They can be glad it was you that found them, then,” Noah said, “instead of the local police. I think they get pretty serious about underage drinking in London. Sam? How about you guys?”
“Nothing, not a thing. We are on our way to Badlington Business Park, to see if we have any better luck.”
“Roger that. All right, everybody keep going. He’s out here somewhere, and we’re going to find him one way or another.”
Noah had just put the radio back into his pocket when a burst of static came out of it. “This is Albert Lingenfelter,” they heard. “All of you, come on in. We have a new plan, but I want all of you in on it.”
“Yes, sir,” Noah said.
“Hallelujah,” Jenny said. “I was about to go nuts just looking into windows on empty buildings.”
“Roger, coming in,” Marco said.
Sam came through the radio last. “Heading back in,” he said. “Hope you guys have come up with something good.”
* * * * *
They made it back to SIS headquarters in a little over half an hour, all of them pulling in around the same time. Sam and Denny were the last to enter the conference room, mostly because of Sam’s limp. The rest were all sitting around the table, and Catherine Potts was occupying the seat at the head of the table.
As soon as everyone was seated, Catherine cleared her throat. “All right, I’ve just returned from meeting with the director, after an earlier meeting with Her Majesty. We’ve come up with a plan, thanks to Charlie over there, and we think it may have some serious potential.”
She drew in a deep breath. “Here it is in a nutshell. We believe that Balakrishnan may be hoping to target the investiture that’s coming up this Sunday. Charlie came up with the idea of putting another name in for investiture, something we can do because a number of the originals who were nominated have declined. Her Majesty can then accept substitutions, and Mr. Lambril was able to arrange the nomination. Our nominee is Rashad Ibrahim, who has done many good things since coming to our country more than a decade ago. He is rather wealthy and is a philanthropist in his own right, but he is also a Muslim. For this reason, we believe that Balakrishnan may reach out to him when the news is announced later today that he will be invested into the Order of the British Empire. As the only Muslim to be in the current investiture, we believe that the suspect might see him as an opportunity to get into the event, or to arrange for someone else to do so.”
“That’s a bold move,” Noah said. “If we lose control of the situation for even a moment, it’s going to put the queen and everyone else at the investiture at risk.”
“Which is why we shall not lose control,” Catherine said, glaring at him. “Her Majesty has personally agreed to this plan, which probably does not surprise you, Mr. Wolf. After all, you have met her.”
Sam looked at Noah with a new respect. “You met the queen?”
“Indeed he did,” Catherine said. “Mr. Wolf and his friends were instrumental in saving the lives of the Prime Minister and Prince Charles. Her Majesty, while unable to reward them publicly, chose to do so privately.”
Sam nodded, but didn’t say anything else.
“I know I agreed to this,” Albert said, “but I’ve got to say it worries me. Charles and I have discussed the situation, and decided that it would be best not to have any further contact with Mr. Ibrahim at this time. He will be notified via Royal Courier today that he has been nominated as a substitution in the investiture, and been accepted. The news agencies will be notified at the same time, and we’ve already begun monitoring all of Ibrahim’s communications. Telephones, email, everything, and we’ve even got his cell phone hacked, so we can record every sound around him. If he is contacted by Tushar, we’ll know it as soon as he does.”
“That’s probably smart,” Noah said. “As soon as the news is out, Tushar is going to be suspicious of him. If he sees any sign that Ibrahim could be working with us, it could put the man in danger.”
“Agreed,” Catherine added, nodding. “Our analysis team is watching everything, so we’ll know within moments if there is contact. Until then, we can continue to work other leads. We’ve got the police on notice to contact us over any suspicious deaths, and we’re going over all the security footage from the airports, maritime ports and every other method of entering the country. We hope to find exactly when and where Balakrishnan entered the U.K., and that it might be possible to trace some of his movements.”
“He’s got to be using some form of identification,” Sam said. “It’s just about impossible to go more than a few days without having to produce ID of some kind anymore. If we can get any kind of line on that…”
“Which is why we are trying to find out when and where he entered. He would’ve had to produce identification at that point, and we might be able to use that to track him down.”
“I doubt it,” Noah said. “This guy referred to himself as a chameleon, right? He’s going to have more kinds of identification than we can ever hope to track. He’s a pro, he’s not likely to use one of them more than once or twice.”
“What about his background? Do we know anything about where this guy came from?”
“I’ve actually been looking into that,” Angeline piped up. “There’s absolutely no mention of him prior to about five years ago, but I found a history of someone who disappeared around that time, and the general description is about the same. Tushar Balakrishnan was originally known as Abbas Rafiq, a Punjabi soldier from Pakistan. Rafiq vanished during a clandestine incursion into India, and it was assumed that he’d been captured. However, I found some recorded communications that mention him as having survived and living in deep cover in Mumbai. Those were from about the same time as Tushar Balakrishnan began making a name for himself.” She tapped the screen of a tablet she was holding, and a photograph appeared on the overhead screen. “This is Rafiq, the best of the photos that I found of him.”
Sam’s eyes went wide. “That’s the guy,” he said. “You said he was Punjabi? He sounded like a native Englishman when I spoke to him. Almost no accent of any kind that I could detect, anyway.”
“I caught a hint of an accent,” Denny said. “I’ve got to agree with Sam, however, this is a man who sounded like he’d been educated here in the U.K. His English is perfect, with a large hint of Liverpool in his accent.”
“That’s because he lived in Liverpool for the first eight years of his life,” Mildred said. “His father was a British soldier, who married while he was stationed in Pakistan and brought his wife home with him. Unfortunately, the marriage ended after ten years, and the boy and his mother were sent back to live with her family. He spent the rest of his youth there.”
Catherine was staring at the picture. “Let’s get that out to all police,” she said. “Even with his ability to disguise himself, we might get lucky and catch him moving about once again in his own face. After all, he was not disguised when Sam and Denny saw him.”
“That’s true,” Sam said. “On the other hand, he hadn’t considered himself a target or suspect at that point. Now that he knows we’re onto him, I’m sure he’ll be a lot more cautious.”
Catherine set her lips in a thin line. “Even the most cautious can make mistakes,” she said. “And we shall be waiting when he does.”
* * * * *
Rashad Ibrahim was in his office, taking care of some of the seemingly endless paperwork that was required when one was in the business of renting residential properties. His secretary, Marsala, softly tapped on his door and made him look up. “Yes?”
“Forgive me for interrupting, sir,” she said, “but there are some men here to see you. They are from the Honors and Appointments Secretariat, they say, and insisted on speaking with you immediately.”
Ibrahim’s eyes went wide. “Then, by all means, show them in,” he said.
Marsala stepped aside and three men entered. All three were smiling, and one of them reached out to shake his hand as he stood.
“Mr. Ibrahim,” the man began, “my name is Walter Lehman, and I am an undersecretary for Honors and Appointments. It is my pleasure to inform you, sir, that you have been selected by the queen for investiture as an Officer of the British Empire. The investiture shall take place in two weeks hence at Westminster Abbey, and you are allowed to bring up to seven guests to bear witness to these honors.”
Lehman handed him an envelope, and Ibrahim stared at it for a moment before opening it. There in his hand, delicately engraved with gold leaf and beautiful calligraphy, was an official invitation signed by the queen. His eyes grew even wider as he read it, and then he looked up at Lehman again with a smile.
“I am overwhelmed,” he said. “Surely, I am not deserving of such an honor.”
Lehman smiled at him. “Now, surely, sir, you wouldn’t disagree with Her Majesty, would you? I’m told that the mayor nominated you to fill one of the vacancies, and that she was most happy to approve.”
Ibrahim stood silently for a moment, just staring at Lehman, and then slowly nodded his head. “Then it shall be my honor to accept,” he said.
Lehman explained to him a bit about the procedures that would be involved in the investiture, and then he and his companions departed. Marsala came rushing in as soon as they were gone, sharing her boss’s excitement at the wonderful news. It took them a couple of moments to regain their composure, and then Marsala got Mrs. Ibrahim on the phone.
Even as he told his wife about the terrific honor, Ibrahim knew that it had something to do with the meeting he’d had with Charles that morning. Obviously, since Lehman had told him that the appointment would be publicized by the news services that evening, Charles had found something to dangle as bait for Tushar Balakrishnan.
Now, all Ibrahim had to do was wait. If Balakrishnan contacted him, then he would have to figure out how to let Charles know, but until then, he would avoid any contact with his friend at SIS.
* * * * *
Tushar didn’t bother with television, but he was dedicated to following the events happening in the news. After all, he thought, that was the way to know which way the wind was blowing. Things he had picked up by following local news in different countries had given him terrific ideas of how to mold his plans for world domination. As a result, he had developed a habit of checking the news at least once every couple of hours on his laptop computer.
The announcement of Ibrahim’s upcoming investiture took him by surprise. Despite the fact that London now had a Muslim mayor, the U.K. was still decidedly unfriendly to Islamic immigrants. To see a man such as Ibrahim being honored by none other than the queen, herself, struck Tushar as an almost miraculous opportunity.
Of course, he had to consider the possibility that it was some sort of trap, but if there was one thing he had learned to do, it was to turn traps against those who set them. On more than one occasion already, he had willingly used his opponents’ ploys against them, and he was confident he could do so again.
Surprisingly, the investiture had not yet crossed his mind as an opportunity to strike against England, but the opportunity that suddenly showed itself seemed too good to pass up. It didn’t mean he would alter his original plans, which would bring an end to the dominance of the Western world, but that was already in play. It might, however, be difficult to pass up the opportunity to strike at such a marvelous event.
He picked up his phone and dialed a number. “Hassan? What do you know about Rashad Ibrahim? Yes, that one.” He listened for a moment, then nodded his head. “Yes, I should like to speak with him, but without anyone else knowing. Can you arrange it? Yes, this evening would be perfect. Just tell me when and where.”
He hung up the phone and waited, but it rang again less than five minutes later. “Yes?”
The man on the other end, Hassan Saeed, was a moderately successful marketing agent, and had a talent for public relations. He spoke quickly. “I convinced him to meet with me to discuss how we might use this to his advantage,” he said. “He agreed, but he has many friends coming to his home tonight, so it has to be quick. I am going to pick him up now, and we shall be at my office in thirty minutes.”
“Excellent, my old friend,” Tushar said. “I shall meet you there.”
He ended the call and got up from his chair, told Martin that he needed to go out for a bit and left him in the company of his soldiers. They would ensure that the man didn’t try to leave, although he seemed quite content since Tushar had made his earlier offer.
There was no time to bother with a mask. Tushar put on a hat and glasses and hurried out to his car. Saeed’s office was only a couple of miles away, but traffic would probably be heavy at this particular time, so he wanted to get there as quickly as he could.
He actually arrived a few minutes early, and sat in his car as he watched the entrance to the building. Saeed and Ibrahim arrived on schedule, and Tushar waited until they had stepped inside before getting out of his car.
He had looked around carefully, but saw no sign of surveillance. Perhaps this truly was a miraculous opportunity, he thought. He walked quickly up the street and entered the building, then walked directly into Saeed’s office. Both men looked up, and appeared to be surprised.
“Mr. Ibrahim,” Tushar said. “My name is Tushar Balakrishnan, and you and I need to have a conversation.”
Ibrahim looked at Saeed for a moment, but the man only shrugged. He turned back to Tushar. “Yes? What about?”
“Did you not recognize my name?” Tushar asked. “I am he who will soon bring Islam to its proper place in the world. I would’ve thought you would’ve heard of me.”
“I have heard your name,” Ibrahim said. “There are many stories about you, but I was not certain if any of them were true.”
Tushar grinned and sat in the chair beside Ibrahim. “I can assure you that they are,” he said. “And you, my new friend, have been sent by Allah to help me achieve that goal. This honor being bestowed upon you has created an opportunity I never expected to have within my grasp, but we need not discuss the details at this time. All I wish to know is whether you are willing to help me achieve this mission that Allah has given me.”
“Allahu Akbar,” Ibrahim said. “Of course, whatever I can do.”
The grin became a smile. “How wonderful,” Tushar said. “I would like to meet with you again in a few days, but my schedule requires me to be in Tel Aviv by tomorrow evening. I should be back within four days, and would like to sit down for a private conversation upon my return. Is that acceptable to you?”
Ibrahim returned the smile. “Certainly, certainly,” he said. “It is an honor greater than this to serve the will of Allah.”
Tushar reached over and shook hands with Ibrahim, then got up and left without another word. He needed to think about whether Ibrahim was slightly too willing to help, but he had learned not to have such thoughts too soon. It was better to let the memory of this meeting settle, then analyze it in depth.
Besides, Israel was one of the most important parts of his plan, and he thought it might even help with his new American problem. He needed to get back to the warehouse and make a few arrangements, and then it would be time for him to take his leave of Martin Embry.
By the time he met with Ibrahim again, he would know for sure whether this was a legitimate opportunity, or a trap set by his opponents. Either way, he knew that Allah had allowed this to fall into his hands, and would guide him on how to properly use it.
He picked up his cell phone from the console and dialed a number. “Mustapha? This is Tushar. I’m going to need someone to take a trip into Israel. How soon can you meet with me?”




SIXTEEN

Sam and Denny had gotten back to their hotel room at just after six, and Sam had called Indie while Denny went to the shower.
“About time you called,” she said as she answered, but he could hear the smile in her voice. “I take it you’ve been busy over there?”
“Plenty busy,” Sam said, “just not nearly productive enough. We spent most of the day searching through old warehouse buildings, but then they had people come up with a new plan. I’m hoping it will pan out, but it scares the hell out of me.”
“Well, then maybe this will help,” Indie said. “Mom called me just a little bit ago to tell me Beauregard has a message for you. He says to tell you that you are the key to catching this person, but that your work in England is already done. You will be going somewhere else, but he doesn’t know where just yet. All he knows is that you are the beater, whatever that means. Your job is to try to chase the quarry directly to the hunters waiting for him.”
“Oh, geez,” Sam said. “I wish your mother would stop hiding behind Beauregard and just speak for herself. I like that she gets glimpses of the future, but these cryptic little messages drive me crazy.”
“I know, I know,” Indie said. “Still, he’s saying you’ve got a chance, and we both know he’s always right. What does he mean about being a beater? Any idea?”
“I’m not sure,” Sam said. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard that phrase before, but it sounds like something you would do if you were trying to drive animals toward hunters. That make any sense?”
“You’re asking me? Mom said she tried to get Beauregard to explain, but he didn’t have anything more to say. Anyway, enough about him. Your daughter wants to talk to you.”
Sam smiled and he could hear Kenzie clamoring for the phone. Indie handed it to her, and the excited little girl began talking at a rapid pace.
“Daddy, guess what? I made a new friend. Some people moved into the empty house down the street, and they have a little girl just my age. Her name is Cindy, and she’s going to be going to school with me this year. Isn’t that great?”
“It sure is,” Sam said with a smile. “Have you been playing with her today?”
“Yeah, and Samson really likes her. She came down a while ago and he just crawled right up in her lap. She had to go home for lunch, but she’ll be back in a little while and Mommy says we can get in the pool for a while. Here’s Mommy again.”
Kenzie was gone, and Indie came back on the line. “So, as you can tell,” she said, “I’ve had my hands full today. Cindy is really a very nice little girl, but having the two of them with all of their energy is enough to wear me out. Luckily, Bo has been a little angel all morning, so it hasn’t been hard to keep track of them. We’re all going to go out to the pool when she comes back.”
“Well, just be careful. I know how much Bo likes the water, so he’ll probably have a blast.”
They talked for a few more moments, but then an incoming call made Sam say goodbye quickly. He flashed over and answered, and heard Albert Lingenfelter’s voice.
“Our fish took the bait,” Albert said. “He just surprised Ibrahim with a visit, and has started the process of trying to recruit him. However, he also said he’s leaving for Tel Aviv, and will be speaking with Ibrahim again in a few days.”
“Tel Aviv? He’s going to Israel?” Sam asked.
“It appears that way,” Albert said. “Considering the gravity of the situation, I’m afraid we have to act on this information immediately. Mr. Wolf has suggested that we might ask you and Mr. Cortlandt to go and try to locate him there.”
Beauregard’s message suddenly came back to Sam’s mind. “Yes, we can do that,” he said. “How soon would you like us to leave?”
“If possible, within the hour. Arrangements are being made for you to travel on a diplomatic flight that will be leaving shortly. Will that be acceptable?”
“Yeah,” Sam said. “Denny will be out of the shower in a moment and I’ll tell him to start packing. Is Noah in the hotel?”
“Why, yes, I believe so. Do you wish to speak to him before you leave?”
“Yes, but I can give him a call. Just let me know when we need to be leaving, and what to do with the car you gave us.”
“We are actually going to send the car to pick you up and take you to the airport,” Albert said. “Someone will come along to take charge of the temporary car you are using.”
“Okay, that’ll help. Let me give Noah a call, and we’ll be ready to go within the hour.”
“All right, then,” Albert said. “I’m going to text you a phone number. It’s one of our people who is stationed in Tel Aviv. Give him a call as soon as you arrive; he can arrange any weapons and such that you might need, and will see that you have a driver.”
Sam hung up and immediately dialed Noah’s number.
“Noah Wolf,” the assassin said as he answered. “What can I do for you, Sam?”
“Well, it might be more about what I can do for you. Lingenfelter just called to tell me that Denny and I are going to Israel, but I had another conversation just before that might interest you. This is going to sound crazy, I know, but my mother-in-law has this habit of being able to see bits and pieces of the future. I won’t go into detail, but I just got the message that she sees me serving as what she called a ‘beater’ to drive the quarry directly to you. Does that make any sense to you?”
“Surprisingly, it does. It’s the way hunting is often done here in England. The hunters stand in one spot, and beaters drive the game toward them. It’s kind of ironic that this was just explained to me a few days ago, and now it comes up in a prediction from your precognitive mother-in-law.”
“Yeah, that’s what I thought it meant. All right, we’re getting ready to leave for Israel. We’ll do what we can, so best of luck to you on your end.”
“And to you, Sam. It sounds like I made the right call in bringing you in on this.”
“Yeah, maybe,” Sam said grudgingly. “Just do me a favor? Try not to make a habit of it?”
“You have my word on that,” Noah said.
The line went dead as Denny stepped out of the bathroom.
“What’s going on?”
“Pack your bags,” Sam said. “You and I headed for Israel. Let me hit the shower, then I’ll fill you in.”
“Israel?”
* * * * *
The driver arrived on schedule, and Sam and Denny were taken directly to Heathrow airport, where a diplomatic flight had been held back from its normal schedule. They were escorted onto the plane and seated themselves in the small passenger compartment. The seats were small and tight, but they managed to make themselves as comfortable as they could in the few minutes before the engines roared and the plane began to taxi toward the runway.
The flight lasted a little over six hours and then landed at Ben Gurion Airport, less than 20 miles from Tel Aviv. It was just past four in the morning when they arrived, but the airport was still incredibly busy. Because they were on a diplomatic flight with temporary diplomatic ID from the U.K., they were able to bypass customs and were escorted directly to where a British Embassy driver was waiting to take them to their hotel, the Royal Beach Hotel.
Even though they only had carry-on luggage, a bellman was assigned to show them to their room. They rode up the elevator with the bellman talking nonstop, offering to get them tour guides, special accommodations, or girls. They thanked him but refused any special services, and Denny gave the man a twenty dollar bill as soon as he opened the door of their room for them.
"I was ready to get rid of him," Sam said. He looked around the room and whistled. "Wow, this is a very nice place," he said. "I’ve stayed in some pretty fancy hotels, but I don’t think any of them ever compared to this."
"I’ve actually been here a couple of times,” Denny said. “It's always a nice place to stay." He watched as Sam walked through the room, checking all of the amenities. It was a suite, with a sitting room and a separate bedroom. There was a king-sized bed in the bedroom, but the sofa in the sitting room folded out to one that was just as big and almost as luxurious. "You can take the bed, Sam. I'll sleep just fine out here."
"Okay, but there are some things we need to do first,” Sam said. “Albert said to call his men as soon as we arrived, so I’m going to do that first. After that, I think we need to go look for some breakfast. I don’t know about you, but I’m starving.”
He took out his phone and dialed the number that Albert had sent to him. It was answered a moment later, and Sam was surprised when he heard a woman's voice on the other end of the line. "Hello,” he said. “My name is Sam Prichard. I was told to call this number when I got here."
"Yes, I've been expecting your call. I have a package for you, and if you tell me where you're staying, I'd be happy to bring it to you."
"Oh, well—okay, then,” Sam said. “We're at the Royal Beach Hotel, room 305. I think we're going to go find some breakfast. Are you planning on coming very soon?"
The woman laughed. "Why, yes, I can be there in about fifteen minutes. Is that an invitation to join you for breakfast?”
"Yeah, sure. Maybe while we’re eating, we can talk about the reason we came. I think Albert is hoping you might be able to help us accomplish our goals in Tel Aviv.”
"Oh, I'm quite sure I can. And as I said, I have a package for you, anyway. All right, then, I'll be there in fifteen minutes. Perhaps we can meet in the lobby? Near the concierge? I'll be easy to spot, because I'll be wearing a dress. Most other women who will be out and about this time of morning will probably be dressed in shorts. The dress is black, and I have blonde hair. You shouldn’t have any trouble recognizing me."
“Okay, no problem. Can I get your name?”
“Oh, sure,” the girl said. “My name is Lizzie, short for Elizabeth. See you soon.”
Sam hung up the phone and turned to Denny. "Well, Albert’s man turned out to be a woman," he said. "She’s going to be joining us for breakfast, so let’s get on downstairs. She said she's bringing a package for us, probably weapons, and will bring us up-to-date on what's going on. We're supposed to meet her down by the concierge in about fifteen minutes."
Denny grinned. “Good thing we showered before we left,” he said. “Give me a minute, though. I slept on the plane, so let me put on a fresh shirt, anyway.”
Each of them did so, and Sam took an extra minute to run a razor over his face. All of that took up ten minutes, so they left the room and took the elevator to the lobby. The concierge desk was surrounded by chairs and couches, so they went over and took seats. They'd been there for only a few minutes when a young woman entered, a blonde-haired girl in a black, businesslike dress, carrying a simple briefcase. She glanced at the two of them and broke into a grin while Denny suddenly groaned.
"Lizzie Bonham," he said. “Remind me to kill Albert the next time I see him, will you?”
Sam looked at him quizzically. “Why? You know her?”
The girl walked directly toward them, so Sam and Denny stood. She smiled broadly and opened her arms for a hug from Denny. "Why, Denny Cortlandt," she said. "Albert didn’t bother to mention that you were coming. If I'd known, I might’ve told him to sod off."
Sam looked her over. She was a very pretty young woman, and Sam estimated that she might be in her mid-twenties. Denny looked up at him with a weak smile. "Lizzie and I have a bit of history, I’m afraid. She was once a trainee of mine. Don’t be fooled by her innocent appearance, she is one of the best agents I ever had the pleasure of training."
Lizzie chuckled at him, then held out a hand to Sam. “He’s terribly modest, isn’t he?” she asked. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Prichard. Albert took the liberty of telling me quite a bit about you, and my curiosity got the better of me. I did a little research and found your blog. Some of your adventures sound like they might’ve come straight out of the SIS mission books.”
“My wife writes all that,” Sam said, “so don’t believe everything you read, there.” He looked down at the case she was carrying. "Should we take that up to the room, or take it into the restaurant with us? I don't know about either of you, but I'm ready to eat."
"We can take it along. I have some information inside it that you might find interesting, some tidbits I was able to dig up on our friend Balakrishnan. And yes, I'm bloody starving. I’ve been up most of the night just getting ready for your arrival, but haven’t had a chance to do anything about eating since dinner.”
Denny pointed across the lobby to the entrance of the restaurant. “Come on, then,” he said. “I was telling Sam, I’ve stayed in this hotel before, and the restaurant serves a fantastic breakfast. I’ve actually been living in the States for the last couple of years, Lizzie, so I’ve built fondness for the American-style breakfast. This place has some of the best steak and eggs you can get anywhere outside of Denver.”
They entered the restaurant and Denny asked to be seated in a corner, off by themselves. The waiter took their orders and then left them alone, and Denny asked Lizzie whether she had heard anything about Tushar arriving.
“Unfortunately, he hasn’t turned up on our radar, or that of the Mossad,” she said, "and they are very good at what they do. We have a fairly decent working relationship with them, so they’ve agreed to help keep an eye out for him. If he turns up at all, I’ll be notified immediately.” She grimaced. “However, I have been ordered not to let them know exactly what he’s been up to. Apparently, the Foreign Secretary is worried that the Israelis will place at least some of the blame on London if Balakrishnan manages to use his deadly poisons here.”
She opened the case and withdrew two files, which she handed over, one to each of them. "The first photo you see there is of Balakrishnan, taken almost four months ago. Being bloody Yanks, you might not remember, but that was right around the time when the movie theater was firebombed. Twenty-three people died in that incident, and more than sixty more were badly burned. We had reasonably good intelligence saying that Balakrishnan was the orchestrator of that attack, but he slipped out of the country before we could ever locate him.”
“He’s a bloody nasty piece of work,” Denny said. “We’re here because MI6 is hoping we can flush him out. If he shows himself, they have some special assistance that’s going to take care of the problem permanently.”
“So I’ve heard. More Yanks, of course, but at least we won’t get the blame if it ever gets out the bugger was killed quietly. Take a look at the next photo. That’s the aftermath of that firebombing. Now, normally I wouldn’t mention this, but this happened shortly after I was assigned here to the Embassy. I was actually supposed to go to the theater that night, to see the film, but I was called on to stay late. My friend Haley wasn’t so lucky. She was one of those that died.”
Denny flipped through the photos as Sam did likewise. Both of them grimaced as they looked at the dead and wounded, and then they closed the files. Denny cursed softly as he handed his file back to Lizzie.
“Yeah,” Sam said, and Denny muttered the same word again.
“We have to stop this guy, Sam. I don’t know how we’re going to do it yet, but we have to bring him to an end.”
"Well, that’s what we’re here for. What I’m trying to figure out is how we are supposed to drive him back toward Noah, but so far I’m not seeing it. I mean, we don’t even have a clue where to start looking for him over here.”
Denny was nodding. "Yeah, it's not going to be even a little bit easy to get to Tushar. Did you see the people standing around him in the photo she had? No doubt those people are handpicked, probably some of the best from ISIS, Al Qaeda, all of the different groups. They’re going to do everything they can to protect him, I’m certain.”
Sam leaned forward and looked Denny in the eye. "I'm going to tell you something. I'm not a bit worried about getting past those people, because if they get in the way, I want to go right through them. As far as I'm concerned, if they're working with him, they are just as bad as he is. If I have to take a page out of Noah’s book and blow them all away to get to him, that's fine with me."
Lizzie grinned and looked at Denny. "Your friend here has the same fiery determination that you always had. Remember our little trip to Barcelona? That's how you felt about Iglesias, and we were able to take him down. I was actually quite impressed, to tell you the truth."
“Lizzie,” Denny said, “Sam isn’t actually like us. I don’t think we need to be talking about old missions, they might actually irritate him.”
The woman turned and looked Sam over. "There must be something special about you," she said. "Albert told me I'm to obey your orders as if they were coming directly from the crown. He's never given anyone instructions like that before, so that tells me he has the ultimate confidence in you. Now, I’ll follow your orders, but I don't know anything about you other than what I’ve read, might be a bit more cautious. However, if Denny is happy working with you, then you can’t be all bad."
Denny winked at Sam. “Just a touch of advice, Sam,” he said. “If Lizzie is being nice, take a good look and see where she’s got that knife hidden. I can assure you, she’ll have one somewhere, and it’s probably aimed for your guts.”
"I'll bear that in mind," Sam said. "So, Lizzie, do you have any ideas on how we can find this Tushar Balakrishnan?"
She shook her head. "Not at this moment, no. Right now, I'm waiting for half a dozen different surveillance teams to spot him coming into the country. That may give us some opportunities, and that's all we can hope for, don't you agree?"
Sam shrugged. "I just want to put a stop to this monster, and at this point I don't care how I do it. He's a mad dog, and the only way to deal with a mad dog is by putting it down, permanently."
"What about weapons?" Denny asked. Lizzie picked up the case and tilted it so that Denny could see inside, and then did the same for Sam. There were a pair of Glocks inside, along with extra magazines and silencers. Sam nodded his head in approval.
The waiter brought their meals, and they switched to small talk as they ate. Sam was obviously enjoying breakfast, so much so that Denny began to chuckle at him. "That's pretty good, isn't it?" he asked, but all Sam could do was nod his head vigorously as he continued to chew.
The meal was delicious for all of them, but soon it was over. Lizzie accompanied them up to their room, and they spent some time looking at other parts of the file she had brought. There were more photographs of Tushar, taken from many different angles and at different times. “Too bad some of these were taken by snipers,” Lizzie said. “If we’d only known just how dangerous he was, I’m sure we would have tried.”
Both of the men nodded, agreeing with her assessment. "I think," Denny said, “that we ought to try to track him to a specific location, then lie in wait. If we can draw a bead on him while he’s entering or leaving a building, then we have a chance of making a good strike. I don't want to miss, because I don't know that we’d ever get a second chance. This bloody bastard has been prancing around the world, and he seems to be able to change his appearance quickly. If we take a shot and miss, there might not be another opportunity.”
"Agreed," said Lizzie. "But you also can't forget that he is planning a lot more than just an attack on Tel Aviv, on the U.K. From everything I’ve been told, he is setting up some kind of sequential disaster. I don’t know if all of them are going off at the same time, or if perhaps he’s going to wait until one is finished before triggering another, but I’m quite certain he intends to keep the entire world off balance with a series of attacks that are going to leave many nations crippled.”
“It’s an ambitious plan,” Sam said. “If he actually managed to pull it off, he’d be well on his way to setting up his own position the way he wants it. I don’t know about you guys, but the thought of this man trying to rule the world scares me to death.”
Lizzie nodded sadly. "I agree with you," she said. "But I also see, from a purely logical and logistical standpoint, the absolute power he could obtain if his plans are successful. If he can orchestrate the strikes in so many different places at once, actually make them happen, there isn’t a single country in the world that isn’t going to be terrified of trying to stand up to him. Gentlemen, whatever it is you’re supposed to do, I should like very much to be instrumental in helping you to accomplish it. As you said, Sam, this mad dog needs to be put down.”
Sam nodded his head. “Absolutely. I have no doubt that there will be others trying to rule the world in the future, just as there have been many of them in the past, but Tushar has shown us just how cheaply he values human life. He thinks nothing of killing perfect strangers just make a point, and gloats about having the most potent chemical weapon that ever existed. The MI6 lab people say there are a number of ways he can use this poison to kill thousands, possibly even tens or hundreds of thousands, and we can’t even figure out where he’s at. As far as I’m concerned, there could not be a worse person in the world than Tushar Balakrishnan.”
"Which is why we’re going to stop him, Sam,” Denny said. “I may not know how just yet, but I know that we will, because the alternative is absolutely unthinkable.”




SEVENTEEN

Sam left Denny and Lizzie talking in the sitting room while he went to get a shower. The flight, though not very long, had left him feeling less than fresh, and he wanted to get into some clean clothes. When he got out, he got to take a look at the weapons Lizzie had brought them.
There was an identical pair of forty caliber Glocks with sound suppressors. Sam was delighted at these, especially when he found three additional magazines for each pistol and two boxes of extra ammunition for each.
In addition, in the bottom of the case, he found a separate weapon. It was a rifle, but it was designed so that it could be quickly disassembled into parts small enough to fit in the case. The magazine held five thirty caliber rounds, and it came with a laser sight. This was a sniper rifle, Sam knew, and he showed it to Denny.
The weapon brought a smile to Denny’s face.
"I haven't used one of those in a long time," Denny said. "They can be pretty sweet, especially when you need to get into a tight spot to shoot from."
"I can imagine," Sam said. "I think it would be pretty sweet, as you say, if we got a chance to use this on Tushar."
Denny shrugged. "We might. On the other hand, I'd give my left arm for a good fifty caliber M107, right now. I’d love to see what one of those could do to him, I would."
"Sorry, gentlemen," Lizzie said, “but I didn’t see any of those in the armory. Albert said to provide you with handguns, and that you seemed to like the Glock. We have a number of those, so that’s what I brought along. The rifle was just an extra item that I thought might be useful.”
“No problem, luv,” Denny said. “Not complaining, just wishing. And trust me, we get close enough to get this bastard in our sights, he’s not getting back up.”
“Well, hopefully,” she said, “one of the teams will spot him coming in and we can get a line on where we can catch up to him. That would certainly be helpful about now.”
Sam looked up at her. “Yes, it would.” He held up the Glock. “These will do fine, by the way,” he assured her.
A phone rang suddenly, and Lizzie pulled one from her purse. "Hello? Yes, this is she. All right, keep me posted. Let me know if he stops for any length of time, and where." She ended the call and looked at the two men. "That was one of the coastline surveillance teams," she said. "Four men just made a landing in an inflatable boat, and one of them closely fits the description of Tushar Balakrishnan. They climbed into a car that was hidden nearby and seemed to be headed into the business district. One of our people up high is trying to try to keep them in sight, but it’s not going to be easy.”
Sam got up and began pacing around the room. "Okay, so we know he’s made it into Israel. He told the man back in London that he was coming to Tel Aviv, and somebody fitting his description making a stealth landing nearby lends credibility to that statement. The question is, why was he coming here? What could he have planned for Tel Aviv?”
Lizzie shrugged. “There are a lot of things happening here all the time,” she said. “If he’s looking for a crowded event to attack, he couldn’t have come to a better city. He can take his bloody choice, here, because there’s always a crowd.”
“But is there anything particularly important coming up? Something a guy like him just wouldn’t be able to pass up?”
“Wouldn’t be able to pass up? I suppose that would depend on…” Her eyes suddenly went wide, and she turned to look at Denny. “He’s a Muslim,” she said, “and this is Pride Week. The gay pride parade is the day after tomorrow.”
“Gay pride parade?” Sam asked. “In Israel? I would’ve thought they wouldn’t allow something like that here.”
“Well, I’m certain a lot of them don’t like it, but this is the twenty-first century. Tel Aviv is considered the greatest gay city in the Middle East, and there’s always something going on for the LGBT community. The day after tomorrow, they’re having the big annual parade, and people from all over the world have been flocking into the city for it. There will be hundreds of thousands lining the streets. I can’t believe nobody has thought of this before, that it would be the perfect target for someone like this.”
“I’d not be surprised,” Denny said. “You have much information about it?”
Lizzie took out a phone and spoke into it, and a moment later she was scanning through an article about the upcoming parade. “The parade,” she read aloud, “assembles and begins at Meir Park, then travels along Bugrashov Street, Ben Yehuda Street and Ben Gurion Boulevard, and culminates in a party in Charles Clore Park on the seafront. There were 200,000 participants reported in 2016, making it one of the largest in the world. The parade is the biggest pride celebration in continental Asia, drawing more than 300,000 people last year, approximately 30,000 of them tourists.” She looked up. “They’re expecting at least that many this year.”
“Sounds like the perfect target opportunity for him,” Sam said, and then he went and stood by the window, looking over the gardens and pool.
The afternoon wore on, and although there were more reports from the surveillance team, none of them were helpful. The only thing that seemed to be of value was when one of the Mossad intercepted a telephone call and confirmed Tushar’s voice, telling one of his people that they would be meeting up with someone important the following afternoon. A particular restaurant, a small place that was not well known to tourists, was named for the meeting.
"There it is," Denny said. "That's our opportunity, our window. We can be there, waiting for him, since we know he'll be there later today. Lizzie, where's this place at?"
"It's actually not far," she said. "It's off of Ben Gurion Boulevard, downtown. I know the place, it's not very big. Most of its business is carry out, but they have a half-dozen tables inside.”
Denny furrowed his brow. "That's odd," he said. “A small place like that almost sounds like the perfect place for an ambush, so I can't imagine why he would choose it. That's almost like saying, 'here I am, come and get me.' Hard to believe he would choose such a place, it doesn't seem to make any sense."
"Maybe it does," Lizzie said. "Depending on who it is he's meeting there, it could be that the choice of meeting place was theirs. Some people think a little hole in the wall place might be safer, because it’s less likely anyone will notice you there.”
Denny shrugged. “Could be,” he said. “Still, it could be our best opportunity. With any luck, we can take him down quickly and without a fuss.”
"Somehow, I don't see us getting that lucky," Sam said.
Lizzie stood and faced them both. "Well, either way, it doesn't matter," she said. "As Denny said, it’s still the best chance we’re ever likely to get, so we need to go and look it over, get ourselves into position. Should I arrange for a sniper?”
Sam looked doubtful. “A sniper shot into a small restaurant doesn’t sound easy, especially because there may well be innocent people around. The last thing in the world we want is any kind of collateral damage, and we certainly don’t need an international incident.”
Lizzie turned to Denny. “And you? What do you think? Should we risk trying to bring in a sniper?”
“I agree with Sam,” Denny said. “I’d much rather try to do this quietly. Some backup might be a good idea, but keep them out of sight unless and until we actually need them. Right, Sam?”
Sam nodded. “I think that’s the best way,” he said. “God only knows what kind of trouble could hit us if the police end up involved.”
Denny and Lizzie both looked at him, but she finally shrugged and agreed. “All right, no sniper. I just hope you boys know what you’re doing.”
Sam grinned at her. “Yeah? I’ll let you in on a secret. So do I.”
Lizzie Googled the place on her phone and showed them the photos that came up. The restaurant was about twenty feet across and about the same in depth, but the front door was narrow. It would be impossible for two people to walk in side-by-side, Sam noted.
“All right, let’s get over there,” Sam said. “If Tushar is planning to meet someone there tomorrow afternoon, we need to be all planned out and ready.”
“Agreed,” Denny said. “Lizzie, you’re supposed to be driving us about. How about it?”
“Fine by me,” she said. “The place should be open by now, and they do a good breakfast trade. Let’s go and have a coffee, shall we?”
They followed her down to her car, a Nissan sedan, and the ride to the restaurant took less than twenty minutes. As Lizzie had suspected, the place was open. They took a table near the back and ordered coffee, then sat back and tried to act like tourists.
“It looks to me,” Denny said, “as if our only real chance of getting a clear shot at him, no matter where he might sit in here, is going to depend on rushing through the door unexpectedly. The only problem is where to hide so that he won't see us. Any ideas?”
Lizzie stared at the area he was indicating. “What about a truck, like a delivery truck? UPS, something like that?”
Denny frowned. “I think that might be a bit obvious. He’ll undoubtedly check out the area before he actually enters the restaurant. Anything that he can't see into could house a threat, and he could just drive on by and reschedule his meeting for another time and place. We need a way to hide that isn’t going to look suspicious.”
Sam was looking around the area, trying to get an idea of a reasonable alternative. “The front door opens onto Ben Gurion Boulevard. Denny, if you and I each wait in one of the other buildings on the block, one of us on one side and one on the other, then Lizzie could be inside here to signal us when he arrives. Then, we can walk right in and sit down with him. He’s probably not going to try to fight his way out in the middle of so many people, and if we have backup close by outside…”
Lizzie nodded. “I see what you’re suggesting,” she said. “Of course, he’s not going to come alone. He’ll have bodyguards, soldiers. I doubt it’s going to be quite that simple.”
“True,” Sam said, “but it’s the best idea I can come up with. If we’re careful and move quickly, I think we can take him.”
Denny looked around and then nodded. “It's worth a try,” he said, “but I want some serious backup.”
Lizzie nodded her agreement. “I can arrange that,” she said. “At least three more of our people stationed nearby, but out of sight.”
Denny looked at Sam. “Why not just ask Noah and his people to come? After all, we are actually helping on their mission, isn’t that right?”
“That’s true,” Sam said, “but this isn’t my first trip to Israel. E & E is not an acknowledged agency, and Israel does not take kindly to foreign secret agents running around their country, and especially getting into gunfights. Besides, Albert thinks he needs them in London, and that suits me just fine.”
“Which means,” Denny said, “that you’re just bloody happy you don’t have to deal with him for a few days.”
“Then it’s settled,” Sam said, ignoring him. “Drink up, and let’s get out of here. I don’t want to take the chance we’re jinxing ourselves.”
Lizzie reached over and laid a hand on his arm. “Sam, relax,” she said. “I can get the help we need, and we can bring this to an end quickly. By the day after tomorrow, you’ll be on the way back home to your family.”
Sam looked at her and Denny for a long moment, then nodded once. “Okay,” he said, “you're the pros at this sort of thing. Still, I want to get out of here. It’s going to be bad enough just sitting around and waiting until tomorrow afternoon. Maybe he’ll turn up somewhere else and we can get a chance at him today.”
“All right,” Denny said. “Let's get out of here. I confess to being a bit nackered, so maybe it would be wise to go back to the hotel and get some rest. We never know when we might get another chance, and Lizzie will get a call if anything happens. Right, gorgeous?”
They got up and left, then went back to the hotel. Sam planned for them to be in position the next afternoon by two, so that they'd be ready when Tushar showed up, but that left them a lot of hours. They went back to their room and Sam headed for the bed. The last he saw of them, Denny and Lizzie were sitting on the couch and talking.
Sam woke up at just before three in the afternoon and called Indie. It was only six AM in Denver, so she was just getting up for the day, but she was delighted to hear from him. Sam was careful to keep his voice and manner light.
"Hey, babe," he said. "Just wanted to hear your voice. How’s it going?"
"Pretty good. The pool party last night was fun, with Kenzie and her new friend and Bo had a blast. I got him a float that he can sit in, and the little stinker figured out how to kick his feet and move around in the pool. He’ll be swimming in no time."
Sam grinned at the mental image. "Well, you kiss the kids and tell them I love them, and that my work here might be over tomorrow. If it is, then I hope to come home the day after that. How's everything else there?”
“It's going okay,” she said wistfully, “but I wish you were here. Sam, I’m watching the news about the things going on in England, and it’s frightening. Beauregard says you’re coming home safe, but I’m still worried something bad is going to happen.”
Sam sighed. “Yeah,” he said, “me, too. I’m trying to figure out how I’m supposed to do what Beauregard said, but this is way out of my league. I’m just playing it by ear. All I really want is to be done with this case and get back home to you and the kids.”
The smile in her voice was unmistakable. “That would suit me fine,” she said.
They chatted for a few minutes longer, and then said their “I love you's” to one another. Sam hung up and whispered a prayer that it wouldn't be the last time he ever heard her voice, then got up and gathered some clean clothes for a shower.
He was alone. Denny had left a note saying that he'd be down in the restaurant, having a late lunch with Lizzie. Sam got his shower, then rode the elevator down to the lobby and walked into the restaurant. When he saw the pair of them sitting in the same spot where they'd had their breakfast that morning, he waved and joined them.
“I thought you’d be here sooner,” Denny said, “so I ordered you some coffee. It might be getting cold, and this stuff tastes awful when it’s cold.”
“As long as it has caffeine, I'm happy,” Sam said, but he grimaced after tasting the coffee. He picked up a sugar bowl and added several spoons to the cup. “What looks good on the menu, here?”
“I’m having a steak,” Denny said. “Ron and Jeff will be making Uncle Sam pay for it, anyway, so I’m going to enjoy myself.”
Sam looked at a menu, but ordered the same when the waiter came. When he'd gone, Lizzie looked at Sam and smiled.
“I wanted to tell you,” she said, “that I've been hearing some incredible stories about you, Sam Prichard. You’re quite an amazing man, it seems.”
Sam scowled. “Believe half of what you see,” he said, “and none of what you hear. I don’t know who said that, but it’s good advice, especially when Denny is around.”
She laughed delightedly. “Oh, now, it can’t be that bad,” she said. “You outwitted a man who had the internet wired directly into his head, after all.”
“No, I didn’t,” Sam said, “that was Dr. Hu.”
She blinked. “Doctor Who?”
Denny waved a hand at her. “I’ll explain it later.”




EIGHTEEN

In London, the day seemed to go on forever with no new information regarding the case. Sam had called back once to let them know that they had a lead on where to find Tushar, but the MI6 team, along with Noah and his own, was not gaining any ground at all. They stayed at the headquarters all day and long into the evening, but there were no new developments. At just after seven, Albert told them all to go and get some rest. If Sam and Denny had any luck the following day, they might learn something that would let them put an end to Tushar’s plans, but they would need to be rested and thinking clearly.
Everyone agreed, and Noah and the rest returned to the hotel. They had a late dinner, then went to their rooms to get some rest.
The next morning, Noah and the team arrived at SIS headquarters early and parked their cars close to one another. They walked together to the main entrance, where the security guard looked up and welcomed them with a smile. “Morning, mate,” the man said, and Noah nodded in response. He started to speak, but he heard footsteps behind him and turned to see a familiar face.
“Noah,” Catherine Potts said with a smile. “I was hoping we might get a few moments to talk before you get bogged down.”
Noah put on a smile and signaled Sarah and the others to wait. “My pleasure, Catherine,” he said. “What can I do for you?”
She motioned for him to follow her into a deserted hallway. “Noah, you know that we’ve set Mr. Ibrahim as bait for Balakrishnan. I’m frankly concerned that we might have inadvertently outsmarted ourselves. If he actually finds a way to get into the investiture, Her Majesty could truly be in grave danger.”
“Yes,” Noah said. “I think your people have that under control, but there is a certain level of risk. It’s impossible to control every factor, but I know the safety of the queen is of paramount importance to all of us. What’s really troubling you?”
Catherine's brow furrowed slightly. “It's the unknown, I suppose,” she said. “I’m quite sure that everyone is doing their best, but Her Majesty has become—well, a friend, I believe. Good heavens, she invited me to call her ‘Lilybet’ when we met yesterday. That name is reserved only for those she considers her own dearest friends.” She chewed her bottom lip for a moment. “Can you give me any kind of reassurances? Is there anything you can do to be sure she’s going to be safe?”
Noah looked into her face. “I can only tell you that I, and everyone else, will do all we possibly can to protect her and keep her safe. I know that probably isn’t enough, but there’s really nothing else I can say.”
It was Catherine's turn to nod. “Actually, it does help, a bit. I know it sounds foolish, but there is something about you that inspires a sense of confidence. It’s as if I feel that, if anyone can protect her, it will be you.”
Noah let his eyes linger on her own a moment more. “I will do all I can to live up to your confidence,” he said. “For now, though, I need to get into the morning’s meeting. Any word on Mr. Prichard?”
“Oh, yes,” Catherine said, flustered. “They arrived in Tel Aviv on schedule, and are already working with one of our people there. We’re still waiting for word on Balakrishnan, but we’ve even got the Mossad watching for him. They won’t act, because he’s a very big name in the Islamic and Palestinian communities and they don’t want the backlash without proof that he’s a threat, but they’ve agreed to help us keep an eye out for him. When he shows himself, we’re hoping that Mr. Prichard and Mr. Cortlandt will be able to capture him. If they can, then we shall likely ask you to go and—collect him.”
The two of them turned and went back to the others, then they all entered the conference room together.
“Noah,” Angeline called out as soon as they entered. “Albert has been looking for you.”
“Yes, but I can see him, now,” Albert said. “Noah, may I have a word?” As Catherine had done, he indicated that he wanted Noah to follow him out of earshot of the others.
“Of course, sir,” Noah said. The two of them walked to a corner of the room, then Albert spoke in soft tones.
“Angeline has come up with a possible lead,” he said. “It seems that Balakrishnan was seen with a local man a few days ago, and it’s quite possible this fellow is offering him the kind of support that will result in a charge of treason. We could pick him up for questioning, but I think it might work best if you and your people were to do so. We don’t have time for all the niceties of the law, I’m afraid, because Martin Embry is still somewhere in London, and still making his dastardly concoction.”
Noah looked him in the eye. “So you’d like us to visit this man,” he said, “and determine whether he has any knowledge of Mr. Embry’s whereabouts?”
“Precisely. His name is Leonard Morton. He’s known for some unusual tastes, and has been in and out of jails and prisons for most of his adult life. Angeline believes that he might be cooperating with Balakrishnan and might have even been instrumental in connecting him to Embry. It seems that he and Embry are both subscribed to websites where they like to discuss certain topics, some of which most of our society would consider taboo and forbidden. The U.K. is not going to suffer should he no longer be a part of it after you have questioned him.” He opened his eyes wide and looked directly into Noah’s. “I believe you take my meaning.”
“I do,” Noah said. “Jenny and I will handle this. The rest of my team will stay here, except for Sarah.”
“Very good,” Albert said. “And all the best success.” He took a slip of paper out of his pocket and handed it to Noah, who shoved it down into his own pocket. “That’s his address. It’s probably about half an hour from here.”
They returned to the table, but Noah motioned for Sarah and Jenny to follow him. When they were outside the building, he quickly explained what was going on. “Lingenfelter wants us to interrogate a possible traitor,” he said. “Apparently, this man met with Tushar recently, and it appears to SIS that he might be involved in whatever Tushar is doing. We’ll find out, and see if he has any idea where Embry might be hidden.”
“Do we know where he is?” Sarah asked.
Noah took the slip out of his pocket and opened it up. “Here’s the address,” he said. She took it and entered the address into the navigation on her phone as they walked toward the parking lot area. She suddenly stopped, looking at the Jaguar.
Jenny laughed, then held up a set of keys. “I snagged these from Neil,” she said. “If the three of us were going somewhere, I knew that little two-seater of yours wasn’t going to work.”
Sarah grinned and snatched the keys from her, and they walked toward the Land Rover. Thirty seconds later, she put the car in gear and they were on the way. Traffic was light at that time of the morning, and they had no trouble getting to the place. As Albert had predicted, they arrived on the block where Morton lived almost exactly thirty minutes later.
“Roll past his place once,” Noah said. “If he’s working with Tushar, there could be somebody keeping watch over him.”
All three of them looked around as they cruised down the street, but saw no sign of anyone watching his apartment. At Noah's instruction, Sarah parked directly in front of the building and stayed in the car as Noah and Jenny got out.
“Are you going to let me enjoy myself?” Jenny asked. “You can ask the questions, I just want to get the answers.”
“That’s what I have in mind,” Noah said, watching her out of the corner of his eye. He walked directly to the front door and rang the doorbell, and a moment later, a thin, mousy little man opened it.
“Yes?” the little fellow said. “What do you want?”
“We need to have a little talk, Mr. Morton,” Noah said. Before the man could react, Noah grabbed him by the throat and pushed him back into the house, stepping in after him while Jenny followed. He shoved Morton into a chair, then drew his pistol and leveled it at his face.
“What the hell?” Morton said. “What is this all about?”
Noah looked at Morton as Jenny stepped closer. “Well, well,” she said. “I think this is going to be fun.” She looked at Noah. “Can I start now?”
“Now, now,” Noah said. “First, we have to give him a chance to answer the question on his own. Morton, tell me where to find Martin Embry.”
“Who?” Morton asked angrily. “I don’t know anyone by that name. And what makes you think you can barge into my house and start demanding answers, anyway?”
“The fact that we were sent by MI6,” Noah said, keeping his gun trained on Morton’s face. “Now, I’m going to ask you one more time, and if I don’t like the answer you give me, then I’m going to turn Jenny loose. Tell me everything you know about Tushar Balakrishnan, and where I can find Martin Embry.”
Morton gave a shrug and looked irritated. “I have absolutely no idea what you could be talking about. What is a Two Char?”
Noah looked into the little man’s eyes. “If you can’t answer my questions, you're useless to me. If you're useless, I put a bullet in your head. Now, let’s try this one last time. Where is Martin Embry?”
The man stared back at him for a moment, then shrugged his own shoulders. “You're probably going to kill me no matter what,” he said. “At least I can die knowing that I didn’t give you what you wanted.”
Noah looked at Jenny. “He doesn’t seem to want to cooperate,” he said. “Think you can encourage him any?”
Jenny smiled, her eyes twinkling. “Bet I can,” she said. She reached around behind her back and produced a pair of thin stilettos, and then waved them in front of Morton’s face. “You see these? Have you ever heard the expression, ‘I’m gonna skin somebody alive?’ Well, with me, that’s not just an expression. You either tell us what we want to know, or I start peeling your skin.”
Morton’s eyes were as wide as they could get. “But I don’t know anything,” he said, his voice high. “Really, I don’t, I swear.”
“Oh, sorry, that’s the wrong answer,” Jenny said. Her right hand flashed forward, and Morton’s left ear lobe dropped into his lap.
Strangely, he didn’t realize she had cut him until he felt the little piece of skin land on his leg. He looked down at it for a couple of seconds, confused, and then suddenly let out a shriek as he realized what he was seeing. He slapped his hand over his ear and turned to face Jenny.
“You crazy bitch!” he screamed. “You cut off my ear!”
“Not the whole thing,” Jenny said. “Now, answer the man’s question, and maybe I’ll stop.”
Morton looked at Noah, his eyes round with terror. “But I don’t know, I really don’t know who you’re talking about!”
“Look, Morton,” Noah said, sounding exasperated. “We know for a fact that you met with Tushar Balakrishnan a few days ago. Now, considering that he is one of the world’s most dangerous terrorists, added to the fact that you and Martin Embry are both into some really kinky stuff that makes people sick, I’d say it’s a pretty good bet that you had something to do with introducing the two of them to each other. You can tell me the truth, and maybe you get to live through this. If you keep trying to lie to me, however, she’s going to keep cutting off pieces of you. Sooner or later, she’s going to reach the point of no return. If that happens, there is no hope for you to survive. Now, you want to try this again?”
Morton stared at him for a long moment, then began to cry. “But there’s nothing I can tell you,” he whined. “I really don’t know anything…”
Jenny’s left hand moved quickly, and the tip of the knife sliced from Morton’s right ear to his nose, laying his cheek open like a butterflied pork chop. He screamed again, grabbing at his face to try to hold it together, and Noah shook his head.
“That one is pretty deep,” he said, “but there is still a good possibility that you can survive. The question is how bad you want to live. If you really want to keep on living, then you’re going to need to get me something. Now, where is Martin Embry?”
Morton shook his head, still crying. The salty tears were getting into the cut on his cheek, and that was making the pain even worse. “You are both bloody insane,” he said. “Fine, I know who you mean, but I don’t know where you can find them. All I know is that I heard about a man who said he needed somebody who could do that sort of thing Martin does for a living, that’s all, and he was willing to pay a pretty big finder’s fee. I knew Martin was out of work, so I hooked them up. We met up, all three of us, at the restaurant, this bloke paid me and then he and Martin went off on their own, and Bob’s your uncle. That’s literally all I know.”
Noah, who still had his gun pointed at Morton, shook his head. “I suppose you could be telling the truth,” he said, “but somehow, I doubt it. Tell me this, when is the last time you heard from Martin?”
The man flicked his eyes to Jenny, then turned back to Noah. “He comes online now and then,” he said. “He was on yesterday, just for a little while. Said the guy he’s working for offered to help him make a dream come true, but I don’t know what that means.”
“Don’t you?” Noah asked. “You know what kind of perversion he’s into. Just what dream is it that he would want to have come true?”
“No, I don’t…”
Jenny’s hand flashed again, and another piece of Morton’s left ear dropped onto his shoulder. He screamed again and tried to slink even lower in his chair.
“Alright, alright, alright,” he said, “fine, he’s got a fancy on the little girl next door to him, all right? He said the guy is going to let him have her, take them somewhere together where they can live and he can raise her the way he wants, okay? He’s bloody sick, you know, I think the girl was only about twelve or thirteen! You want to cut on somebody, why don’t you go cut on him?”
“Oh, but I’m having too much fun with you,” Jenny said with a smile. “Now, the man asked you where to find Mr. Embry. Are you going to tell him, or do I get to keep going?”
Morton, shaking like a leaf and still shedding tears, let his eyes jump from Jenny to Noah and back. “Come on, now,” he said. “I’m going to need a doctor, just let me go.”
“But you haven’t told me everything I need to know,” Noah said. “You tell me where Embry is, and then we can do something about all the pain you’re suffering. Until then, I’m afraid it’s only going to get worse.”
“All right, all right, fine,” Morton said. “I don’t know exactly, but he’s getting online through a cell phone. If you let me get my computer, I can get you his IP address.”
Noah nodded. “Where’s the computer?”
“It’s in my bedroom,” Morton said. “You can follow me, I’m not going to do anything stupid, I promise.”
Jenny looked at Noah, who nodded again. “All right, bucko,” she said. “Let’s go to your bedroom.”
With both knives held in her left hand, she took hold of his arm with her right and Noah followed as she marched him through the bedroom door. A laptop was laying on the bed, and Morton sat on the bed beside it, then pulled it close to him.
“Like I said, he was on yesterday,” he said. “We were talking, and it shows his IP address. That’s kind of a safety feature, so we know exactly who we’re really talking to.”
“Ah,” Jenny said. “So you know whether you’re talking to a cop or not, right?”
Morton was using just his left hand to type on the keyboard, his right still trying to hold his cheek together. “Yeah, something like that,” he said. He watched the screen through his tear-filled eyes, then pointed. “There it is, see it? That’s the IP address of his phone. Now, give me a minute, and I can tell you exactly where that’s at.”
He copied the IP address and then opened another browser. A website opened up that was designed to track the location of a specific IP address, and he pasted the numbers into the box waiting for it. When he hit the enter key, the screen suddenly displayed GPS coordinates, along with a street address.
“See that?” Morton asked. “I know right where that is. That’s out near Thorpe Village, in the Business Park.”
Noah memorized the address instantly. “And how long ago was this? How long since he was at that location?”
“How long? No, this is real time. I just tracked the IP address of his phone, and if you look at the timestamp, his phone is active right now. That’s where he’s at, you can bet on it.”
“You’ve done very well, Leonard,” Noah said. “And now we can do something about that pain.” He glanced at Jenny and nodded once, and she stepped up behind Morton…
And froze. As Morton stared at Noah, waiting for the word to leave, to run away, to go and find a doctor, Jenny stood there and looked at the man with a pained expression on her face. Her eyes went over his shoulder to look into Noah’s, and she caught his imperceptible nod.
She looked back at Morton, who still had his back to her, and raised her hand. She hesitated for a moment, then licked her lips and closed her eyes.
Noah watched her with his peripheral vision, keeping his eyes apparently locked on Morton’s, to hold the man’s attention. Jenny appeared to take a deep breath, and then she let it out, opened her eyes, focused on Morton again and reached around in front of him. The knife flashed across his throat, and Morton spun his head around to look at her. He stared in silence for only a few seconds, and then the lack of blood to his brain put him to sleep for the last time.
“See?” she asked the fallen corpse. “No more pain, just like I promised.”
She raised her eyes to look at Noah.
“You okay?” Noah asked.
“Just peachy,” Jenny replied, smiling. “Just had to remember what kind of creature I was dealing with. This is why I’m like this, isn’t it? Because things like him need to be eliminated sometimes, right?”
Noah nodded. “My grandfather used to tell me that God made each of us with a special gift,” he said. “I think that might be yours.”
Jenny nodded thoughtfully, looking once more at Morton’s body. “You can stop worrying, now,” she said. “I’m back.”




NINETEEN

“Lingenfelter,” Albert answered his phone.
“It’s Noah Wolf,” Noah said. “We have a location on Martin Embry.” He gave Albert the address. “Jenny, Sarah and I are headed there now, but I think some backup might be in order. If you could send Marco out to me, and perhaps Liam?”
“I’ll get them on the road right now,” Albert said. “Hell, I’ll bring them, I’m coming along. I know where that is, and there’s a petrol station at the corner of Half Acre Lane and Thorpe Road. Meet us there.”
“Yes, sir,” Noah said. He hung up the phone and told Sarah where to go as she wheeled the Land Rover out toward Egham. “Albert’s coming along, and bringing Marco and Liam with him. We’ll meet at the service station, then roll in together. We’ll leave it up to Albert whether we take Embry alive or not.”
“He probably won’t be alone,” Jenny said. “This could get pretty ugly.”
“Yeah, you hope so,” Sarah said. She looked sideways at Noah. “I told you so,” she said.
Jenny, in the back seat, looked at her in the mirror. “You told him so about what?”
“I told him you didn’t lose your killer instinct,” Sarah said. “Everybody’s been a little worried that you might have lost a bit of it with that incident a couple months ago.”
“She settled that earlier,” Noah said, “with Morton.”
Jenny bit her bottom lip for a moment. “Look, I couldn’t kill Allison,” she said. “That wasn’t because of any weakness, though. It was because she just means too much to me. I may be a sociopath, but I’m still human. It just made me — I don’t know, I just sort of lost a little bit of focus, but I’ve got it back.”
“And that’s why we love you,” Sarah said with a smile. “Don’t worry, I had faith in you. I knew you wouldn’t lose your edge for long.”
Jenny looked at Noah. “But you were actually worried about it?” she asked.
“I don’t worry,” Noah said. “I simply considered the logical possibility that your inability to kill Allison might have caused you to see your victims differently. I was pleased to see that it did not.”
Jenny stuck her tongue out at him, and he sought her out of the corner of his eye. “That’s for doubting me,” she said. “But that’s all over now, so let’s get back to work.”
They arrived at the service station a short time later and waited another ten minutes for Albert and the other men to arrive. When they pulled in, Noah was not terribly surprised to see Neil in the back seat of the car. All seven of them climbed out and stood behind Albert’s car as Neil opened the case he was carrying.
Inside, there was a small but powerful drone. Neil picked up the controller from its place inside the case, then lifted out the drone and set it on top of the car.
“We’re going to do a little aerial surveillance,” he said, “before anybody goes rushing in there. This is something the MI6 people showed me, and it’s awesome. Allison is going to have to get some of these, that’s just all there is to it.”
A video screen in the lid of the case lit up as the drone came to life, and they saw themselves receding as the little machine lifted into the air. The view changed as it turned and started toward its destination, and they saw a number of commercial buildings in the distance. The drone made quick time and was over one of those buildings less than two minutes later.
“Now, watch this,” Neil said. He touched a button on the controller and the image changed to thermal. “Now, that’s the building Embry is supposed to be in. I count one, two, three—okay, four heat signatures. One of them is moving around, but three of them are stationary. My guess is that the one moving around is probably Embry, and the others might be his bodyguards or jailers.”
“I agree,” Albert said. “All right, there are three entrances to the building. Noah, why don’t you and the young lady take the front, Liam and I shall go in the back entrance, while your men can enter from the side.” He pointed at the video screen, indicating the entrances as he named them. “When we go in, the orders are shoot to kill. Just be careful not to strike any container holding the poison, but we are not interested in taking prisoners.”
“That sounds fine,” Noah said. “Are we ready?”
“Let me get the drone back,” Neil said. “It will only take a minute, but this baby needs to be put away properly.” They waited a couple of minutes more, then got back into the vehicles and drove the last half mile toward the building. The two cars pulled in separately, with Sarah parking the Land Rover in front of the building while Albert drove around to the back.
“You wait here,” Noah said to Sarah. “Jenny and I will go in first and hopefully distract the soldiers inside while Albert and the others come in. Jenny, take any target of opportunity, but don’t put yourself at risk. You and I are unfortunately the two most valuable operatives in this mission, and Neverland would not want to lose us over something this mundane.”
“Don’t worry, boss,” Jenny said with a grin. “I’m feeling better than I’ve felt in weeks. Trust me when I say I plan on enjoying myself the rest of the day, including tonight when I get Neil alone in our room.”
Noah nodded once. “Activate all,” he said, turning on the subcom units. Marco, Neil, Jenny and Sarah all acknowledged that they were on the channel with him. “All right, Jenny and I will go now. Neil and Marco, you follow Albert’s lead.”
Noah and Jenny got out of the car and jogged toward the front entrance, both of them with pistol in hand. They flanked the door when they got there, and then Noah kicked it open. They went in quickly and cleared the first room they entered within seconds.
A shot rang out a moment later as one of the soldiers apparently reacted to the sound of the door crashing. The bullet zinged past them and struck the wall, and Jenny returned fire instantly. The man who had shot at them fell, and Jenny quickly put the second round through his forehead.
“One down,” she called out.
“Good job, baby,” she heard Neil say through the subcom, and she grinned.
“All clear back here,” Marco said, also via subcom. “We’re moving your way.”
Gunshots rang in the back of the building and Noah and Jenny started toward the sound. By the time they got there, the shooting had stopped and everything was quiet. They found the door and opened it, then looked carefully into the room.
Two men lay dead, each of them with a pistol close to his hand, while another man they recognized as Martin Embry was cowering behind some boxes. He was crying out, begging everyone not to shoot him, and Albert held up a hand. “Everyone, hold fire,” Albert shouted. He and Liam stepped into the room, and then Marco and Neil came from another direction. Noah and Jenny entered last, and Jenny pointed her gun at Martin’s head.
“Please, please don’t shoot me,” he begged. “I didn’t have a choice, I was forced to do this.”
“Bribed is what I heard,” Jenny said, her voice dripping with venom. “You were bragging to Leonard Morton yesterday that Tushar was going to let you have your little teenage girlfriend. Is that right?”
Embry blinked. “It—it’s not quite the way it sounds,” he said. “He—he actually said he would kill her if I didn’t do what he wanted.”
All three of the men who had been left to guard Martin were dead, and Albert and Liam were quickly searching through the building. A few moments later, they came back to Martin.
“All right, where is it?” Albert asked. “The poison, Touch of Death. Where is it hidden?”
Martin blinked. “Well, it’s not here,” he said. “It’s all gone, sent out to wherever Tushar wanted to use it. It wouldn’t do him any good if it was here, would it?”
All six operatives simply looked at him.
“Then where the bloody hell is it?” Albert shouted. “Just where does he plan to use it?”
Martin shrugged. “Oh, I don’t know that,” he said. “I didn’t need to know that, so he never told me. He simply wanted me to make it for him, so that he could put it to work in the special operation.”
“What special operation is that?” Albert asked. “The one where he murders half the bloody population?”
“Oh, no,” Martin said. “You misunderstand. Tushar is working for the United Nations. He was given the contract to reduce the overpopulation problem.” He sneered at them. “Of course, all the little nations don’t understand just how necessary it is, but the UN does. It’s only logical, the only way to avoid letting people starve to death in misery. With over a billion people gone, there will be enough food to go around for everyone. Your minds are just too small to grasp the necessity.”
“Overpopulation problem?” Albert looked around the building. “How much of it did you make? How much does he have? Is there truly none of it left here?”
Martin smiled. “Oh, I did very well. I made a total of almost 16 gallons, nearly enough to eliminate a third of the people in the whole world. Of course, he won’t need that much, but he wanted to be certain he had plenty, just in case something happened to some of it.”
“A third of the people?” Neil asked, incredulous. “There’s no way he could get it to that many people. It has to be applied directly to the skin, doesn’t it? How could he get it on to that many people?”
Martin turned it to him and gave him a look that suggested Neil was merely a child. “Of course he couldn’t,” he said. “But that method was only for the testing phase. We spent all of yesterday just dehydrating it, making a powder. Delivery is so incredibly simple when it’s a powder, all he has to do is put it in a pressurized container, and ship it by air. Once the aircraft reaches significant altitude, the canister will rupture on its own and the protein powder will escape the plane through the pressure relief vents as it begins to descend. It will drift in the air for a while, of course, but eventually it will settle toward the surface, and the people will breathe it in. As soon as it comes into contact with the lungs, the protein will enter the bloodstream and begin to replicate. It’s really quite ingenious.”
“Ship it by air?” Noah asked. “Has he already begun?”
“Why, I believe so. We put it into sixty containers, and they were all picked up for shipping yesterday afternoon. I would imagine they are already in the air.”
Neil gasped. “Oh my God,” he said. “A plane coming in for landing at a major airport could release a massive cloud of this stuff. If it landed at one of the big ones, like O’Hare or LaGuardia, the winds could easily carry it right into Chicago or New York City. Everybody there could be wiped out.”
Everyone stared at Neil for a moment, and then Albert grabbed for his phone. He tapped a speed dial icon that contacted the director immediately. “Mr. Lambril? We need to ground all commercial flights originating in the U.K. Yes, sir, immediately, and I can explain when I get back to HQ.” He listened for a moment, then nodded his head. “Yes, sir, I’m certain. We’re talking about a potential global disaster that could cost billions of lives.”
He held the phone to his ear for a moment longer, then breathed a sigh of relief. “Yes, sir,” he said. “Now, we need only hope that we have acted in time.”
He ended the call, then dialed again. “Angeline? A number of packages were picked up at this address yesterday. We need to find out who picked them up, how they are being shipped and to what destinations. Get with the computer people, and get started on this immediately. Those packages must be found, and they must be stopped from being shipped anywhere if at all possible.”
He ended the call and turned to Noah. “Under the circumstances,” he said, “I’m afraid we’re going to have to keep Mr. Embry with us for a bit longer. I’m certain the director is going to have many more questions for him before this day is over.”
“Undoubtedly,” Noah said, “but I have one right now. Embry? Is there any kind of antidote or cure for this stuff?”
“Well, of course not. Once someone is infected, there’s certainly no cure. The rate of replication is far too high, death occurs before any action can be taken. Of course, once it is in powder form, you need only protect your mouth, nose and eyes, or any open wounds. Those would be the only way that the protein could enter the body. The simplest type of safety mask could probably work, as long as it covered the eyes.”
“What about destroying the powder? How can it be destroyed, so that it’s no longer dangerous?”
Martin grinned. “Oh, that’s so simple,” he said. “Just immerse it into salt water. The salt bonds directly to the protein, altering its three-dimensional structure and making it benign.”
Noah turned to Albert. “We have to find the stuff,” he said. “And we need to find it fast.”
Local police, signaled by Albert, were arriving on the scene to take charge. Albert and Liam gave them brief instructions, then took Martin into custody. He and Liam would drive back with the prisoner while Marco and Neil chose to ride back in the Land Rover with Noah, Jenny and Sarah.
Oh, God, Noah,” Sarah said, her voice coming through the subcom. “What can we do?”
“We got Embry,” Noah said. “Unfortunately, as you heard, the situation has gotten much worse. The protein has been powderized, which makes it far more deadly than it was in its liquid form. Apparently, it’s being shipped by air in pressurized containers that will burst, so that the powder will be blown all over the place as the plane descends for landing. It will float in the air for a little while, but when it comes down, people are going to die.”
Sarah stared at him. “Oh, my God, Noah,” she said. “Where…”
“We don’t know yet. Albert has people trying to figure that out now. For the moment, we just need to get back to SIS headquarters.”
Noah, Jenny, Marco and Neil came out of the building and got quickly into the car. Sarah looked at Noah for a moment, glanced at the three in the back seat, and then put the car in gear.
“Subcoms off,” Noah said.




TWENTY

“According to the courier company,” Angeline said as soon as they returned to the conference room, “a total of fifty-four packages were picked up at that location yesterday, at around 4 PM. Each was labeled for shipment to different parts of the United States, Canada, Australia, the U.K. and Europe. We’ve managed to ascertain that forty-nine of them are still waiting to be loaded onto aircraft, but the other five were already shipped. I’m waiting for a call now to tell me which aircraft they are on. Unfortunately, that leaves another six unaccounted for.”
Albert ran a hand through his hair, then spotted Catherine Potts sitting at the table. She looked tired and bedraggled, and he suddenly understood exactly how she felt.
They all sat at the table, and Catherine pointed at the speaker that sat on the table in front of her. “Mr. Lambril, Albert is back with his people.”
“Yes, Albert,” came the voice of the director. “We’ve managed to ground all flights as you suggested, but I’m afraid we were apparently a bit too late for some of them. As soon as the flights are identified, we shall be forced to take action to prevent them from landing.”
The pain in his voice was clear and evident. What they were talking about was the probability of having to shoot down five commercial airliners full of civilian passengers, rather than let them begin their descent over populated areas.
“I’m so sorry, sir,” Albert said. “If we had only found the man yesterday…”
“Do not be sorry, Albert,” Lambril said. “We have managed to secure forty-nine of these packages of death. From what your lab people have been telling me, you may have saved the lives of more than a billion people by your actions. Unfortunately, the packages that are currently aboard those aircraft will have already burst, and will soon be in a position to spread death to millions of others. We must take whatever action is necessary to prevent that. The lives of the few hundred aboard each of those craft will be a small but tragic price to pay to save so many.”
“Yes, sir,” Albert said. “I understand, sir, but those are still innocent lives that are being lost. If we’d been more efficient, perhaps we could have prevented even those losses.”
“You’ve done what could be done,” Lambril said. “I’m currently on another line with the Prime Minister, and he is in touch with the heads of state of the other nations to be affected. As soon as we know where these aircraft are, we all shall do what has to be done.”
In a corner, Angeline answered a call on her cell phone. She hastily scribbled notes on the paper, then hung up the phone and came to the table.
“Excuse me,” she said. “I have the list of flights that are currently carrying the packets. Two of them are headed toward the United States, another pair is on its way to Canada, and the last is en route to Australia. Four of them are currently over the Atlantic, but the one bound for Australia is somewhere over Saudi Arabia.”
“Send me the flight numbers,” Lambril said. “All five of them will have to be shot down, but it’s good that they are over water.”
Noah, despite his lack of emotion, was sitting at the table looking drained. Sarah was beside him, with one hand tucked in the crook of his elbow. She had tears on her cheeks, and Noah turned for a second to look at her, then froze.
Tears, he thought. Salt water. Oceans.
“Mr. Lambril,” he said. “There may be a way to save those people.”
“I beg your pardon,” Lambril said. “Who is speaking?”
“My name is Noah Wolf, and I’m on loan from the United States. I was present when Embry was arrested, and I had the opportunity to ask him about how to destroy the poison. He said that it can be completely neutralized by immersing it in salt water. Mr. Lambril, order those planes to put down on the ocean. The ones headed for North America can set down in the Atlantic, and the one on the way to Australia should be over the Arabian Sea before long. All of them are equipped with life rafts and flotation devices, so the people can be saved, but the hold will be flooded with sea water. That means that any of the powder that was released will be landing on salt water, and any remaining inside the aircraft will be neutralized. If the passengers are instructed to keep a cloth wet with salt water over their faces, they should be safe.”
Lambril did not hesitate. “Mr. Wolf, if you’re correct, you may have just saved many lives. I’m going to relay this to the Prime Minister right now.”
Albert was staring at Noah, but the stunned silence was broken suddenly when Charles, sitting across the table, suddenly began clapping his hands. Liam and Angeline joined in, and a moment later everyone in the room, except for Noah, was applauding.
Sarah was hugging his arm, looking at him with her face radiant even through the tears. “Noah, that was brilliant! Oh my God, Noah, that was absolutely awesome!”
Noah shrugged. “It was just logical. It’s salt water that can neutralize this stuff, so putting it into the ocean should do the job.” He reached out and traced the track of her tears with his finger. “It was your tears that made me think of it.”
They waited for several minutes, and then Lambril’s voice came back on the speakerphone. “Mr. Wolf?”
“Yes, sir?” Noah replied.
“The Air Ministry has agreed that your suggestion is the only viable option. Contact is being made with the affected aircraft as we speak, and I have been asked to express our country’s gratitude. I’m certain this is not going to be a pleasant afternoon, and it is likely that there will still be some loss of life, but we are doing everything possible to minimize it.”
“Yes, sir. Unfortunately, there is still the possibility that some of the powdered proteins in the air may reach people. There should probably be someone looking at ships along the aircraft flight paths, and wind patterns that might carry any of it back to land.”
“Those are being done already. If these aircraft had been able to reach their destinations, however…”
“The U.K. could have taken the blame,” Catherine said.
“Exactly,” Lambril said.
* * * * *
That afternoon, Sam and Denny prepared for their own operation, completely unaware of the drama that was still unfolding. The news had not been alerted to the situation with the flights of doom, and the two men were getting ready for their confrontation with Tushar Balakrishnan even as Noah was making his desperate suggestion to save the passengers.
Lizzie had gone to arrange backup for them the night before, but she had returned to their hotel in time to join them for lunch. Now, it was after one o’clock, and Sam wanted to get into position early. Tushar was due to arrive at the restaurant at three, so he wanted himself and Denny to be securely in place.
They piled into Lizzie’s car at one thirty and she drove them to the restaurant. They knew that it would be a long wait, but they felt better about being there early, and each of them had spent long hours waiting before. It wasn't anything new to them, and they knew they could find a way to get comfortable.
Denny slipped into a clothing shop next to the restaurant while Sam took a position in a shop devoted to shoes on the other side. Each of them had an earpiece in their ears that Lizzie had provided, so that when she spotted Tushar coming their way, she could let them know. That way, they could both get to their feet and be ready to move once their target was inside and unaware.
That call came at three on the dot, and the two of them readied themselves. Lizzie confirmed that someone matching Tushar’s description was in the car when it pulled up in front of the restaurant, and that he did get out and enter the place.
“It looks like he’s only got one man with him,” she said. “I don’t see anyone else keeping watch, so I think this is our shot. Are you boys ready to play?”
“Ready,” Sam said.
Denny answered with, “I’m all set, luv!”
“Okay, then, on my mark—go!”
Sam came around the north side of the entrance just as Denny came around from the south, and both of them saw the three men sitting at the table in the back. Tushar looked up at them, and his face registered shock at the sight of Denny and Sam, and then Sam raised his gun and shouted for them to freeze.
There were several other people in the place, and they all began screaming and trying to run, and Sam was shoved aside by a man who was holding a child. He caught his balance and aimed again, but then another man ran into him and he fell to one side. He hit the floor, and for a split second he was looking straight into the barrel of a gun, but then a shot rang out and the gun was gone. Sam struggled to his feet, but there was no sign of Tushar.
Someone ran into him again and he fell onto a table, but by the time he could get up and see what was going on, the place where Tushar had been was empty. One of the men who had been sitting with him was on the floor, covering his head with his hands, but Tushar was gone.
Sam grabbed the guy who had been with Tushar. “Where did he go?” he demanded. “The man you came in with, where did he go?”
The fellow looked terrified. “I don’t know,” he said in what sounded like a German accent. “You came running at us and he pushed me onto the floor, and when I looked up he was gone!”
“Then where can I find him? Come on, where will he go now?”
“Sir, I don’t know,” the guy said, still trying to cower away from Sam. “I don’t know him well, I just met him last night. He said this was his first time coming for the events, and he wanted me to give him advice on how to tell his family that he is gay.”
Sam stared at the man for a moment. “You’re from Germany?”
“Nein, Austria. I have come for Pride Week,” he said. “That man said this was his first time, and he wanted me to show him around the city.”
Sam let go of the man, and he suddenly clambered to his feet and ran out the door. Sam watched him go, then spun around looking for Denny and saw him on the floor, his shirt bloody. He gasped and started toward him, but Denny moved and Sam realized that the blood probably wasn’t serious.
“Where is he?” Sam shouted, but the screaming of the few people still trying to get out was too loud. Denny managed to get to his feet, and the two of them hurried out onto the street. “Where the hell did he go?”
“I don’t know,” Denny said. “I’d’a sworn he was right in front of me, but something hit me in the back and I went down. Cut my bloody cheek on a table leg, but not bad. You all right?”
“Hell, no,” Sam said. He put a hand over his ear. “Lizzie? He got away, did you see him come out?”
“Got away? He never came out, Sam, I swear. Look back inside, he must be hiding there somewhere! Why didn’t you shoot him when you had the chance?”
“Because I’m a cop, not a damned assassin,” Sam shot back. He spun to go back inside, and made it only a few steps before he stepped on something and looked down. He stared for a moment, then bent over and picked up the item. He looked at it for another second, then turned back to Denny.
He was holding a mask that looked like Tushar’s face.
“What on… A mask?”
“Yeah,” Sam said. “The man we were watching wasn’t the real Tushar, it was a decoy. He saw us coming, Denny, somehow. He knew we were here, and this whole thing was just a wild goose chase to keep us off the real Tushar.” He threw the mask down in disgust. “We got played, Denny, that’s all.”
Sirens were sounding in the distance, and Lizzie’s voice came through their headsets. “We need to move, gents,” she said. “The local police are on the way. I’m coming toward you, get in quickly!”
She pulled up in front of them a second later, and both of them got into the car. Lizzie hit the gas pedal and whipped the car around the next corner, then cut into an alley and backed up to a loading dock. Three police cars flew past at the end of the alley, completely unaware of their presence, and Lizzie breathed a sigh of relief.
“Okay, we should be clear,” she said. “Now, what happened?”
“It wasn’t him,” Sam said. “The guy we thought was Tushar was wearing a mask to make us think so, but he was just a decoy. The real Tushar is out there, somewhere, doing whatever it is he was going to do.”
Sam’s phone vibrated at that moment, and he looked to see that it was Noah calling. He bit back a curse as he answered, putting the phone on speaker so the others could hear.
“No joy on this end,” he said without bothering with a hello. “We were led on a wild goose chase. The guy we thought was Tushar was a decoy in one of his special masks.”
“I’m sorry to hear that,” Noah said, “but I was actually calling to tell you that we got Embry.” He explained to Sam what they had learned and about the five flights that were about to be forced to set down on the ocean. “Unfortunately, the powdered protein would have been leaking out of the cargo holds already, so that there is some of it in the air already. I’m afraid it’s still likely that some people are going to die because of it, but MI6 believes the losses will be fewer than a thousand altogether.”
Sam shook his head. “But there are still six packages of that stuff unaccounted for?” he asked. “And it’s a safe bet that Tushar has them with him.”
“I would agree. Any further word on his whereabouts?”
“No, we just lost the last two days chasing this decoy. We have no clue where the real Tushar could be, but I’m hoping that our little fiasco might make him duck for cover. The worry here is that he’s going to strike at the big gay pride parade tomorrow, but we don’t have any idea how he might try to pull it off.”
“The poisonous protein has been dehydrated into a powder,” Noah said, “so all he really needs to do is find a way to disperse it into the air. This stuff is a hundred times more deadly than ricin, even a single particle of it reaching the lungs or the eyes is probably enough to be fatal. Once it’s actually in the air, there’s probably nothing you can do.”
“Well, that’s it, then,” Lizzie said. “We’ve no choice, gentlemen, we have to let the Mossad know what we’re up against. We can’t stand by and leave them in the dark when so many people could die.”
“I agree with Lizzie, Noah,” Sam said. “Tell Albert we have no choice.”




TWENTY-ONE

Sam, Denny and Lizzie were escorted into the Mossad Headquarters by three officers and placed in a room. There was a table in the room, a small conference style table with six chairs. The three of them sat down to wait for the interrogation they knew was about to begin.
The door opened a moment later and a tall man stepped inside. He was carrying a file folder and took a seat on the opposite side of the table from where they were sitting.
“My name is Moshe ben David,” he said. “I am the deputy director for intelligence investigations.” He looked at Lizzie. “Hello again, Ms. Bonham.”
Lizzie smiled. “Hi, Mo,” she said. “Sorry to be meeting on these kind of terms today.”
“Yes, I suspect you are. Lizzie, I’m told you have something of importance you need to share with me? Would this have anything to do with your request for assistance in locating Tushar Balakrishnan, or his development of—what is it your people have been calling it? Oh yes, the ‘Touch of Death,’ isn’t that correct?”
Lizzie shrugged, a shameful grin on her face. “I was ordered not to tell you too much,” she said. “On the other hand, my friends and I took it upon ourselves to disobey those orders after learning some new information.”
Moshe nodded. “Yes, we’ve been following along. Are you aware that five Airbus 380 aircraft have ditched into the oceans in the last couple of hours? We intercepted radio transmissions ordering them to do so, so we are fully aware of just how deadly the situation is.”
“May I ask,” Sam spoke up, “were the planes able to do it safely?”
“All but one of them,” Moshe said. “I’m afraid one of the planes dipped a wing into the water and crashed rather hard. Rescue operations are underway, but the word is that at least a couple of dozen people have probably died.” He turned to Lizzie again. “I’m hoping you can give me some idea of what Balakrishnan is planning to do. While we have been able to follow your own investigations and are aware of the danger, we do not know how or where or when he plans to strike.”
“We think we know,” Lizzie said cautiously. “The big parade tomorrow would be something he would probably consider too good to pass up. Not only will he strike against Israel, but it would also damage Israel in the entire global community. If we are correct, thousands of tourists could die, and that will not look good for Israel.”
Moshe nodded. “That is certainly true,” he said. “How do you expect this strike to take place?”
Sam cleared his throat. “At the moment, all we know is that his poisons have been converted into a powder, something that can float in the air. I’ve been thinking about it, and it seems to me that we should be looking at any kind of blower mechanism. If he can set something up to blow this stuff into the air along the parade route, he could conceivably kill tens of thousands, maybe more.”
Moshe looked him in the eye. “That would be quite unfortunate. Sadly, we have absolutely no leads on where to find Balakrishnan, or any sort of confirmation that the parade is his intended target. As you are only speculating, there is significant probability that you could be wrong. There are dozens of events taking place over the next few days that will put several thousand people at least into a single location. Any one of them could be his target.”
“I have to agree,” Sam said. “We were just looking at what we considered the most likely scenario.”
“No need to defend yourself,” Moshe said. “I was simply speaking in an official capacity. Personally, I believe you’re correct in your assessment. The parade offers the greatest possibility for loss of life, and the most significant direct damage to Israel and its reputation. Unfortunately, we are then faced with the impossibility of securing the entire parade route. Whatever mechanism he might be employing, it has probably been in place for some time.”
“In that case,” Denny said, “we should probably be looking at this from the perspective of a parade organizer. What type of devices are going to be employed, what floats will be in the parade, what concessions will be available? Are there balloons? Those really big ones?”
“I don’t believe so,” Moshe said. “However, I doubt it would be difficult to devise ways to disperse a powder into the air. As frustrating as it is, I could think of a dozen means to achieve that end myself.”
“So could I,” Sam said. “And we’re dealing with a man who is probably much smarter than I am. The question at the moment, I guess, is how can we help?”
“Frankly,” Moshe said, “I don’t believe you can. Don’t get me wrong, I appreciate what you have tried to do, and I’m grateful for your warning, even if we already knew it was coming. The problem is that you are not Mossad officers, and we tend to do things in our own way.” He opened the file in front of him and selected a photograph. He looked at it for a moment, then turned it around and laid it on the table in front of Sam. “This photograph was taken earlier today. The man you see may be Mr. Balakrishnan, wearing one of his infamous disguises. Is there anything about the man in this photo that leads you to believe that it truly is him?”
Sam picked up the photograph and looked closely. The size was right, and the man in the picture had the same muscular build that Sam and Denny had seen, but the face was entirely different. Sam shook his head and passed the photo to Denny, but he also shook his head.
“I’m afraid there’s no way to be sure,” Sam said. “He’s the right size and shape, but that could actually be anybody.”
Moshe looked at both of them for a moment. “Just a moment,” he said. “You both have actually met him, is that correct?”
Sam and Denny both nodded. “Yes, we had the displeasure,” Sam said.
Moshe leaned back in his seat and put a finger to his chin. He stared at them for several seconds, then leaned forward again. “And yet, even you cannot identify him. Gentlemen, I appreciate what you have tried to do, but I’m afraid that it is time for the Mossad to take over. Lizzie, it has been a pleasure, as always. Please see to it that these gentlemen are returned to London as soon as possible, and be sure to let me know when they are gone.”
He got up and walked out of the room, and Sam and Denny stared at the door as it closed behind him.
“Well, that was abrupt,” Sam said. “What did we do to piss him off?”
Lizzie shook her head. “Nothing, I’m afraid,” she said. “Unfortunately, you have just seen an example of the reason most intelligence agencies do not get along well with the Mossad. As far as they are concerned, they are the best, and they don’t trust anyone else when it comes to the security of their own country.” She got out of her chair. “We have been dismissed, boys,” she said. “It’s late enough that I’m thinking of dinner. We might as well go and get some, and then look at getting you onto an airplane.”
“What?” Denny asked. “You’re actually going to send us back to England?”
Lizzie blinked. “Of course,” she said. “While that may have seemed like a polite suggestion, you were both just expelled from Israel. Mo won’t worry about stopping for dinner, but if you are still here in the morning, you would probably find yourselves arrested. Come on, we still have to stop by the hotel and pick up your bags.”
They left the headquarters building and Sam noticed that no one they encountered on their way to the door would even look at them. A part of him bristled, because all he was trying to do was save lives. Getting kicked out of the country, in his opinion, wasn’t going to help anyone.
When they got into the car, Sam turned and looked at Denny in the back seat. “Maybe we should leave,” he said. “It’s just frustrating that we were unable to even get a decent lead on this guy.” He let out a sigh. “Then again, Beauregard said we were just going to be instrumental in sending him back toward Noah and his people. Just wish I knew how we were supposed to do that.”
Lizzie glanced over at him. “Who is Beauregard?”
“You don’t really want to know,” Denny said. “Unfortunately, Beauregard is somebody who has a tendency to be correct. If we’re supposed to be the beaters, I’d love to know where the bush is.”
Sam nodded. “Yeah, me, too. Beaters make noise to drive the game toward the hunters, but they need to have some idea of where the game is hiding.”
“That would be nice,” Denny said. “We're running out of time on this guy, I’m sure. Whatever his actual plans are, we can't let them happen.”
“What about underlings?” Lizzie asked. “Does he have a deputy, somebody he can delegate these things to?”
“I doubt it,” Sam said. “I get the impression that Tushar doesn't allow anyone to know exactly what he's doing. The only reason we even know who he is was because we got lucky. We went to talk to a biochemist about his possible involvement, and Tushar just happened to be there. It’s probably a miracle we made it out of the place alive.”
Denny, in the back seat, leaned forward so that he was almost between them. “Look, we have to get him. This is about finding a way to save lives, and lots of them. This monster is planning to kill millions in the hope that it will somehow let him lead Islam into power on a global scale. With all the terrorism already going on the world, he’s set to tip us over the brink into absolute chaos.”
“You’re preaching to the choir, Denny,” Sam said. “I just wish I had some idea of what we could do.” He leaned back in his seat, frustration evident in his face and manner.
“Well, I’m afraid that the only thing we actually can do at the moment is get you back to London,” Lizzie said, “and let Albert figure out what to do next. I do wish we’d been able to catch this man, boys, but if he was smart enough to mislead us, then he’s probably doing something quite the opposite of what we expect. If that’s true, we could well be all wrong about the parade even being a target.”
Sam nodded glumly. “You’re right. Tushar could be anywhere, and we wouldn’t even know it if we saw him. For all we know...”
Sam suddenly froze. He looked at Lizzie and then turned to look at Denny in the back seat before grabbing his phone and dialing a number. It was the number Albert had given him when he’d first arrived in London, and the old spy answered on the third ring.
“Albert Lingenfelter,” he said.
“Albert, it’s Sam Prichard. I think I just figured it out. Tushar isn’t in Israel, he’s still in London!”
Albert sounded as if he was choking for a second. “What? Are you certain?”
“My gut is,” Sam said. “It just suddenly hit me, when Lizzie here said something about him leading us down a garden path. When he went to see Charles’ friend, the one who’s getting the Obie award or whatever it is, he seemed awfully interested in it, but then he just suddenly decided to leave the country. That doesn’t make any sense, unless you consider that he was testing to find out if we were paying any attention to the guy. You need to find that man fast, Albert, because the guy we thought was Tushar here was nothing but a way to see if we took the bait! We probably signed the poor man’s death warrant by showing up and trying to catch this guy.”
“I’m on it,” Albert said. “I understand you will be coming back today?”
“Oh, yeah,” Sam said. “We’ve been politely kicked out of Israel. I’ll let you know when we’re due to arrive.”
Albert sighed. “Very good,” he said. “We shall see you then.” Sam ended the call and put the phone back into his pocket.
He sat back in silence as Lizzie drove, and when he got quiet, the other two let it stay that way. They rode the rest of the way back to the hotel without speaking. Lizzie parked the car near the front entrance and the three of them walked in silence into the hotel and the elevator. Denny pushed the button for their floor.
“Four men and a woman in the lobby watched us get into the elevator,” Sam said.
“Of course,” Lizzie said. “Mo is nothing if not efficient. Those would be his people, sent here to watch and make sure you leave. They’ll probably be watching at the airport, too.”
The elevator opened and they went to their room. Lizzie followed, then went straight to the bar once they got inside. “I need a drink,” she said. “Anyone else?”
Denny raised a hand as he sat on the couch. “Make mine a double of whatever you’re drinking.”
“I don't drink,” Sam said, and both of them stared at him.
Lizzie shook her head. “You hang around with Denny long enough, you will.”
Sam and Denny started packing their things, and they were finished rather quickly. The weapons Lizzie had brought them were put back into the briefcase and then they went down to the main desk to check out. Fifteen minutes later, they were on the way to the airport.
This time, the flight was a commercial one, on British Airways. Sam called Albert to let him know they’d be getting to Heathrow at three in the morning, and then they boarded. Sam was staring out the windows as the plane taxied to the runway and took off, but Denny was sleeping like a baby in the seat beside him.




TWENTY-TWO

Tushar was furious. He’d checked the news as he always did, and there was his own lovely face on the screen, just over the shoulder of the announcer. His eyes were wide as he listened to the story that went with it, but the back of his mind was already calculating how to recover from this disaster.
They’d found Embry. The announcer told how the three men he’d left behind to watch the idiot had been killed by agents of the government, and then went on to tell how Embry had given up the secrets of the Touch of Death. Five jetliners had already taken off with their cargoes of imminent doom, but the ruddy birdwatchers, the SIS lot, had tracked them down and made them all ditch into the sea!
Of course, they also got most of the rest, but for the ones Tushar had already passed off for the local operations. Only six packages left, but they were safe, and any one of them could nearly kill off all of London and the surrounding regions. With all six, he could probably leave the entire U.K. desolate, or close to it.
Now, there was a thought. The people and animals would all die off, but the land, buildings, all the infrastructure would be preserved. Once a couple of good rainstorms came along, the islands would be inhabitable again. Tushar could easily see himself ruling the world from Buckingham Palace, he really could.
Behind him, Tariq came into the room. Tushar closed the laptop and got to his feet. “Tariq,” he said. “I’m afraid things are not going as well as we’d hoped.”
Tariq smiled. “Do not be disheartened, Tushar,” the old man said. “One does not always need to strike to make his enemies cower. CNN is doing some of our work for us, by letting the entire world know that death is now able to descend from the skies. Many people who have long thought themselves safe from jihad will begin now to watch and wait for its touch to come to them. It will make our next strike only that much more powerful.”
Tushar made a salaam. “I know, but the British agents are proving far more resourceful than I had expected. Of course, we have more than enough of the Touch of Death still in our grasp, and the best stroke of all will not need much, if you approve of my plan.”
Tariq sat in the chair beside Tushar’s. “That is why I have come to speak with you. We know that the SIS was behind the ploy to draw you to the investiture, and it is likely that they hope to trap you there, but I believe it is precisely the kind of event we need to launch the Realignment. By showing that even the British Royal Family is not safe from Allah’s touch, the rest of the world will know that you are a force they cannot deny.”
Tushar eyed him excitedly. “You approve, then? And what about the greater plan? It will leave London completely barren, at least.”
“Of course I approve, of both plans,” Tariq said. “I only advise you to proceed carefully, so that the attempt is successful. Another failure could weaken the resolve of many of our allies, and this would displease Allah.”
Tushar bowed. “I will not fail, my friend. I will not fail.”
* * * * *
Sam and Denny arrived back in London on schedule, and a driver picked them up and took them back to the hotel. They were put back into the same room they’d had before, and both of them went right to bed. The flight had been a rough one, with quite a bit of turbulence and several screaming toddlers, so the little sleep they had gotten was unsatisfying.
The following morning, Noah and his team considered waking them but decided to let them sleep. After the events of the preceding day, they decided to skip breakfast and head straight to SIS headquarters. It was time to start going through all of the reports from the rescue operations and searching through any reports of unexpected, sudden deaths.
Noah, Sarah, Neil and Jenny were asked to assist Albert and Liam in going through the news reports. Out of the five planes that had to ditch, only one had suffered catastrophic damage on impact with the water. Unfortunately, there were a few people who panicked on each of the planes, and failed to use their flotation devices properly. The combined death toll from all of the planes came out to thirty-nine.
Then, however, there were the deaths that were apparently caused by powder released from the descending aircraft. A cargo ship in the North Atlantic had radioed that they were suffering from sudden illness that was killing everyone, although a few did survive when they dived into the ocean. Two smaller vessels, private yachts, also called begging for help that would never arrive in time, and then there was the village of Somia, on the coast of the island of Socotra, southeast of Yemen in the Arabian Sea. Three hundred and seventy-two men, women and children perished there, with only one radio message making it out to let anyone know that something was going wrong.
The morning wore on, and they turned from studying the news reports to looking through the reports of rescuers and investigative teams. The cargo ship, because no one knew just how long the powdered version would remain deadly, had been scuttled, along with the yachts. On Socotra, a UN hazmat team was flown in, but after seeing so many bodies laying about, it was decided to simply burn everything. A napalm airstrike was called in from Yemen, and the smoke was still rolling from the site the next day.
* * * * *
“Mr. Ibrahim? This is Tushar Balakrishnan. I hope I’m not catching you at a bad time?”
“Not at all,” Ibrahim said. “As it happens, I am perfectly free at the moment. How can I help you, Mr. Balakrishnan?”
“I should like to meet with you, but privately this time. I believe that Allah has answered my prayers, and has given me instructions on how you can serve in the great work that is taking place. Will you answer the call to serve the will of Allah, Mr. Ibrahim?”
Ibrahim did not hesitate. “There is no greater desire in my heart, my dear Mr. Balakrishnan. Only command me, and I am at your service.”
Ibrahim could hear the smile in the voice that came through the line. “I was hoping you would feel that way,” he said. “Perhaps we could have dinner together this evening? I have developed a fondness for lobster, I’m afraid. Would you care to join me at Sir Walter’s Seafood, at perhaps seven this evening?”
“Again, it will be my pleasure. Is there anything I can bring, perhaps a gift of some sort for you?”
The sound of the smile was still there. “That will not be necessary, my dear friend. Your presence and willingness to serve are all the gift I could ever ask for.”
* * * * *
“Has anyone but me noticed it’s getting close to lunchtime?” Neil asked, finally. “We skipped breakfast so we could get to work, but now my belly is starting to get seriously pissed about it.”
Noah looked over at Sarah and Jenny and raised an eyebrow.
“I’m a little hungry myself,” Sarah said, shrugging.
“Ditto,” Jenny said. “I think lunch is actually long overdue, to be honest.”
“Okay, I guess we can take a break. We need to collect Marco and Renée. There’s a restaurant just down the street, I don’t want to go too far.”
The four of them walked out of the conference room and snagged Marco and Renée, who were helping Angeline scan through intelligence chatter files. They invited Angeline to come along, but she begged off, so they simply rode the elevator down to the main floor. The restaurant was only a couple of blocks away, so they decided to walk. When they got there, the place was relatively busy, but the maître d’ found them a table for six. They placed their orders and were waiting for them when two policemen walked into the establishment.
The two officers glanced around as they were being seated, and one of them let his gaze rest on Noah for a moment. Noah noticed, but kept his face turned so that it was facing Sarah, beside him. It gave the officers his profile, and allowed Noah to watch with his peripheral vision.
The policeman took out a phone and made a short call, then whispered to his partner. The partner looked at Noah, shrugged his shoulders and looked away. The first one got up and left the restaurant for a moment, but returned a couple of minutes later and took his seat, pointedly ignoring Noah as he did so.
“I’m not sure what’s happening,” Noah whispered, “but the pair of bobbies over there seem to be paying some serious attention to me, and I get the feeling they’re waiting for backup.”
“I think you’re right,” Marco said. “A patrol car just pulled up out front. How do you want to handle this?”
“I don’t think there’s much to worry about,” Noah said. “If they act like there’s some sort of problem, we just show them our temporary MI6 ID cards. If that doesn’t work, we call Catherine.”
A second pair of policemen entered the restaurant, and the first officer rose from his seat. His partner followed a moment later and all four of them approached Noah’s table.
“Pardon me, sir,” the first officer said. “I’m truly sorry to trouble you, but have we met before?”
Noah looked up at him, genuinely surprised at the question. “I’m not sure,” he said. He looked at the officer closely, and then narrowed his eyes. “Actually, you do look familiar. My friends and I are from the U.S.A., and we are working with MI6 on a situation over here. Could it be that you’ve been at their headquarters in the last few days?”
The officer broke into a smile. “I think that confirms it,” he said. “Albemarle Elementary School, two years ago. That was you, wasn’t it? The one who took down the assassin?”
Noah blinked. “You were there, weren’t you? I remember you, now, you were trying to help when my friend was shot.”
“Yes, sir, and I thought that was you. Everything happened so fast that day, I never got a chance to thank you for what you done. I was brand-new on the job, then, and everything got hushed up, so a lot of these blighters thought I was simply telling a story, but I kept telling them it was true. When I saw you, I just wanted to grab the chance to prove I wasn’t making it all up.” He smiled sheepishly. “I truly hope you don’t mind, but it was probably the only chance I was going to get.”
Noah got to his feet and held out a hand to the officer. “I never got the chance to thank you, either,” he said. “I’m afraid my friend passed away, but I’ve never forgotten that you tried to help me save his life.”
The other three officers were staring, so Noah shook hands with each of them. “Constable Giles was a big help that day,” he said, catching the young officer’s name tag. “You should all be proud to have a man like him serving with you.”
“We are, sir,” said the man who was obviously the eldest of them. “He’s proven his bravery more than once, and to be honest, we all believed his story. It was just something to tease the lad about, but we shouldna dunnit. You can be sure we won’t do that again, sir.”
The policemen all sat at the table the first two had been using, and Giles made another phone call, which took a few minutes because each of the other three kept taking the phone from him, telling someone that, “The lad’s been telling the truth all along, too right!”
Noah turned back to his team and they made public small talk and jokes while they continued to wait for their food to arrive.
The waiter was coming with a tray filled with their plates as five other people entered the restaurant. Noah glanced at them and instantly recognized Catherine Potts. The five spotted him just as quickly and made their way directly to his table.
Liam was also among them, and he made a point of nodding at Noah. They stopped beside the table for a moment and Catherine leaned down beside Noah’s ear.
“Noah,” she whispered softly, “please see me when you get back over to HQ. It seems that Tushar may have taken the bait we set out for him, and I’m hoping we might be able to put together a workable plan.”
“I’ll be glad to,” he whispered back. “I just wish we could find him sooner.”
The five operatives went to another table a short distance away and sat down to order their own lunch. Sarah leaned over to Noah and asked what Catherine had been whispering.
“Careful, Noah,” Neil said. “I think Sarah is getting a little jealous.”
“No, she isn’t,” Noah said. “She knows she has no reason to be. All Catherine said was that they’ve got an indication that Tushar may be responding to our little scheme about the investiture. She wants to start working on a plan as soon as we get back.”
“I hope we can come up with one that works,” Marco said. “The longer we are on this mission, the more I want to castrate that bastard.”
“I think we could all say the same,” Noah said. “However, this plan carries danger for the queen herself, and I’m not completely certain that she can be kept safe. Last thing in the world I want is for anything to happen to her.”
Marco stared at him, but Neil muttered, “Damn right!”
“We’ll do what we can,” Noah said. “It doesn’t change anything as far as our orders go, but it means we need to take every possible precaution. I just wish we could think of some way to draw Tushar out before that event, terminate him before he ever has a chance to put a plan of his own into action.”
“Do you think there’s any way?” Sarah asked. “This guy seems like a ghost of some sort, almost impossible to track down.”
“He’s human. Sooner or later, he’s going to make a mistake. If we can catch him in even the slightest error, it will open a door that should lead directly to him. Everybody needs to stay on their toes, be watching for any possible slip that he might make.”
“Maybe we can lead him into one,” Marco said. “What if we could find a way to discredit him, make him look stupid or something? It might make him mad, and angry men make mistakes.”
Noah shrugged. “I suppose it could be possible,” he said, “although I have my doubts. This is a man who has been planning for years to get to this point. He’s got to be capable of incredible self-control, or I suspect the guilt would have gotten to him by now.”
They were eating as they talked, but Catherine’s whispered message caused them to rush. Noah noticed that the four policemen seemed to be amused at how quickly they were shoving the food down.
As soon as they were finished eating, they rose and headed back to the headquarters building. Noah made a point of stopping at the officers’ table and shaking hands with all of them once again.




TWENTY-THREE

As soon as they got back to the conference room, Noah looked at Neil. “Is there any way you can think of to see how Tushar is communicating with his people? If we could figure that out, there might be a way we could track him down.”
Neil thought for a moment, then frowned. “I don’t know how I could do that,” he said. “I’d need some kind of data to go on, even if it was just a sample of his voice. It’s possible that we could actually hack into the cell towers, use a voice recognition routine to try to spot previous calls he made and then get the GPS data from his phone. That way, we could look at any locations the phone might have been at more than once as possible hideouts, but we don’t have a sample of his voice to base the search on. This guy’s been careful, he hasn’t been recorded yet that we know of.”
Noah nodded. “All right, it was just a thought.” He turned to Sarah. “If a lead comes in, we may have to move suddenly, so we need to make sure the cars are ready to roll. I’d like you to take them out one at a time and get them filled up, check the oil, just make sure they’re ready if we have to go somewhere in a hurry.”
Sarah grinned. “Sounds like a good idea,” she said. “It’ll get me away from all the depressing stuff here for little while, so I appreciate it.” She picked up her purse again from where she had just set it down and started out the door, but Noah told her to wait.
He turned to Jenny. “Do me a favor,” he said. “Go along with her. I don’t want any of us going out alone until this mission is either over or aborted.”
Jenny nodded and picked up her own handbag, checking to make sure her pistol was easily accessible as she did so. She and Sarah walked out the door together as Noah sat at the conference table and looked at Catherine Potts. “Okay, fill me in.”
“Simple enough,” she said. “We have a tap on Ibrahim’s phone, and Balakrishnan called him just before I took my lunch break. They are meeting at Sir Walter’s Seafood Shoppe for dinner, at seven. Unfortunately, we tracked the phone the call came from and it was a disposable. We pinpointed its location in a garbage bin, so it didn’t help us find him.”
Noah narrowed his eyes, deep in thought. “That seems rather sloppy, for Tushar,” he said. “Neil was just telling me moments ago that he had managed to avoid ever letting his voice be recorded. You would think a man that cautious would have avoided making such an arrangement over the phone.”
Catherine looked at him for a long moment. “Unless he suspects a trap,” she said. “That is what you’re thinking, isn’t it?”
“Well, we know that he used a decoy on Sam in Israel, somebody wearing a mask designed to look like his own face. I can’t help wondering if it was really Tushar on the phone, or someone pretending to be him.”
She pursed her lips. “You could very well be correct,” she said. “Your logic is impeccable, as always.”
“Still, it’s all we’ve got.” He turned to Neil. “They got a recording of someone who claims to be Tushar. You want to try your magic, see if you can get a lead on whoever it is?”
Neil nodded. “Sure,” he said. “Can somebody send that recording over to my computer? I need to run a voiceprint on it, then scan through the recorded voices in the cloud.”
Catherine barked an order, and one of the computer techs in the room huddled with Neil. The two of them spoke for a minute or so, using the jargon that only computer geeks can understand, and then both of them got busy.
The conference room door opened, and both Noah and Catherine turned. Sam and Denny walked in, both of them looking tired and frustrated. They went directly to the table, and Sam sat beside Noah.
“Sorry we slept so long,” he said. “Anything happening?”
“Someone claiming to be Tushar called Mr. Ibrahim a bit ago,” Noah said, “and they are scheduled to meet for dinner tonight at seven. I’m going to have my team in place when they get there, assuming they show up at all. Meanwhile, Neil is trying to match the recorded voice to other calls that have been made around the area. If he can, it’s possible we can get some kind of location data that could lead us directly to him, but we aren’t certain that the voice was actually Tushar himself.”
Sam raised his eyebrows. “So let us listen,” he said. “Denny and I both met the guy, I doubt either of us will ever forget his voice.”
Noah nodded, and Neil unplugged his ear buds. He played the recording to the speakers on his computer, while Sam and Denny leaned close and listened.
“It sounds a little like him, but I’d be willing to bet it’s not,” Sam said. “I think that’s somebody who has practiced trying to sound like Tushar. This man is incredibly intelligent, and probably more cautious than anyone I’ve ever seen. He’s also devious, the decoy he sent to draw us out in Israel staged a meeting with a couple of tourists that had just met him. When we showed up and the commotion began, he snatched off his mask and walked right past us. Whoever it was, he had ice water in his veins.”
“That’s why we doubt the recording is genuine,” Catherine said. “As you say, he’s very cautious.”
“Then we also need to consider why he would communicate with this guy by phone in the first place,” Sam said. “He’s surely considered the possibility that Ibrahim is being used as bait. By making that call, he’s got to figure he just told whoever might be setting the trap exactly where he plans to be.”
“I said the same thing,” Noah said. He turned to Catherine. “Is anybody watching Ibrahim? It’s possible he could actually be in danger.”
She nodded. “We have a surveillance team on him,” she said. “His family, as well. They’ll move, of course, at the slightest sign of a problem.”
Neil turned suddenly and grinned at Noah. “Bingo!” he said. “I found a match. I don’t know if it’s actually Tushar, but that same voice has made several other calls today. Three of them were made on a single phone, and it’s still on. I got a location for you.”
Noah got to his feet. “Send it to my phone,” he said. “Catherine, I’m going to need a car. Marco, you come with me. Sam, Denny? Why don’t you come along, as well?”
“It’s about time,” Denny said. He and Sam were already up.
“We don’t have weapons yet,” Sam said.
“Here,” Catherine said. She opened a small cabinet that was against the wall and passed over a pair of pistols. “I had them ready for you, but didn’t think about them until just now.”
Both men checked the guns, then tucked them into their waistbands. “Let’s roll,” Sam said.
Noah nodded, leading the way out the door. Catherine followed, and then took them out a back exit. She handed Noah and Sam each a set of keys, then pointed at a pair of black Volvo sedans. “Take those,” she said. “We keep them for visiting dignitaries, but they are quite reliable.”
Noah slid behind the wheel of one of the cars, but Sam tossed his keys to Denny and got into the passenger seat. Both of them started up and Denny followed Noah out of the parking lot.
The address Neil had sent to Noah was on Chaucer Road, not far from Brockwell Park. The drive took them almost twenty minutes, and Sam wasn’t surprised when Noah rolled past the house without stopping, then pulled over to the curb a block further down. All four of them got out and gathered beside the two cars.
“Marco and I will go in,” Noah said. “Sam, I’d like the two of you to wait outside. Turn your car around and watch for any sign of somebody getting away, then do your best to follow. If Tushar is there and escapes, I want somebody tracking him.”
“All right,” Sam said. “Give us a couple of minutes to get into position, then we’ll be ready.”
Noah waited until Denny and Sam had gotten into their car and turned it around, then he and Marco started walking toward the house. As they approached the yard, Marco cut off and went around the side of the house toward the back.
Sam and Denny were parked half a block away, where they could keep a close eye on the front of the house and the cars parked on the street in front of it. Both of them were holding their guns, with their eyes fixed on the area just in front of the big house.
Noah reached the front door and rang the doorbell. He stood there for a moment, waiting for any kind of response, but nothing happened. He rang the doorbell again and waited, but when another minute had passed with no response, he drew his pistol, stepped back, then kicked the front door open.
At the rear of the house, Marco heard the crunch of the breaking door and did the same to the rear entrance. The doorjamb splintered as the door flew open, and Marco raced inside with his pistol in front of him. A shape appeared suddenly in front of him, stepping out of the hallway into the kitchen that he had entered, and Marco’s training kicked in as he recognized the threat. He squeezed the trigger once and the swarthy-skinned man fell.
“One down,” he shouted, and then he heard Noah’s gun go off. It fired three times in rapid succession, and Marco put his back against the wall next to the door into the hallway. He looked quickly into the hall, saw that it was clear, and stepped out.
“I’ve got three more,” Noah called out. “Watch the stairs.”
Marco, in the hallway, saw the stairs just ahead and to his right. He braced his back against the side of the hall and kept his gun leveled on the stairway.
Noah checked the rest of the downstairs and declared it clear, and then started up the stairs. Marco fell in behind him, keeping his gun pointed toward the second floor. They got to the top of the stairs and separated, Noah going right while Marco went to the left.
A moment later, Marco heard Noah shouting at someone to get down on the floor. He quickly checked the two rooms on his end of the hall, then spun and hurried back to where Noah stood in a doorway.
“What did you find, boss?” Marco asked.
“I’m not sure,” Noah said as Marco looked at the old Pakistani who was lying painfully on the floor. “But I suspect it’s going to piss Tushar off something fierce.”
* * * * *
Tushar entered the chip shop and looked around for only a moment before he saw the men he had come to meet. The mask he was wearing had a mustache and beard, giving him the same appearance they would remember from the last time they worked with him. He slid into the booth beside them.
“Right nice to see you again, Billy,” said the larger of the two men. He was a rough-looking sort, the kind of man who was often involved in criminal activity. “You got some work for us, do you?”
Tushar smiled and shook hands with both of them. “Don’t I always, Harry? This is going to be something bigger than last time, though, and it might even be too big for you. I won’t get mad if you feel like you can’t do it, but just be straight with me on that, all right?” His accent sounded Welsh, rather than English.
“I shouldn’t worry,” Harry said. “Lenny and me, we both like a challenge, you know. What’s the job?”
Tushar looked around, then leaned closer and lowered his voice. “Big do at Westminster Abbey on Saturday,” he said. “You’ve heard about it?”
“O’course,” Harry said. “All the nobs getting together to make more nobs, right?”
Tushar nodded, grinning. “Yeah, but maybe it’s time we had fewer nobs, don’t you think? I want to send them a bit of a surprise, and I figure you boys are just the blokes to do it.”
Lenny leaned across the table. “What, a bomb? Be awfully hard to get a bomb in there. Might even be impossible.”
Tushar nodded. “Completely impossible,” he said. “But that’s not what I got in mind, not at all. Actually, I just want to send some gifts.”
Harry leaned forward. “Gifts? Where’s the joke, then?”
“Just gifts,” Tushar said. “You know the nobs, they’re real big on giving presents away at these do’s. Everybody who’s going, they’re going to get a little bag full of presents. I just want to add something to the little bags. If I can tell you who’s putting them together, do you think you boys could make sure my little presents get added to the bags?”
“All depends,” Harry said. “Who’s doing it, and how do we get your goodies into the bags?”
Tushar smiled. “That’s what I like about you blokes,” he said. “You are not afraid to take on a tough job. The gift bags are being put together today at a place called Mrs. Arthur’s, on Dunhill Street. It’s just little bags with candies and nuts, but I’d like to add some chocolates of my own. The place has an alarm system, but no security guards. Shouldn’t be all that hard for a couple of experienced lads like you.” He reached into a pocket and took out an envelope. “Fifteen thousand quid up front,” he said, “and fifteen more after the job is done. That good enough for you?”
“Lot of money for an easy job,” Harry said. “I’m thinking we might want to disappear for a while, after it’s over?”
Tushar chuckled. “I suppose that might be wise,” he said. “Likely the bobbies will be looking pretty hard at everything afterward. Be sure not to leave any fingerprints or anything, I don’t want anything to happen to my two favorite boyos.”
Harry and Lenny looked at one another, then both of them turned toward Tushar. “We don’t leave signs,” Harry said, “and we’ve been thinking about taking a trip, anyway. Get the other half ready, because we’ll be coming for it.”
Tushar nodded again. “I have it all ready to go,” he said. “You want to move quickly, though, because the bags have to be ready before morning.”
Lenny smiled. “We’ll be done before then,” he said. “In and out, right, Harry? That’s us, in and out.”
“Right,” Harry said. “Now, what about the chocolates you want us to put in the bags? You got them with you?”
“Yeah,” Tushar said, “out in my car. Put one in every bag, but be sure not to eat any. They were made special, they were, just for nobs.”
Harry stared at him for a moment, and then smiled. “Just for the nobs,” he said. “I get the feeling there might be a few less nobs in the world after this. Am I right?”
Tushar smiled, but said nothing. Harry’s smile got even bigger.
“Come on out to the car, then?” he asked, and both Harry and Lenny got to their feet. They followed him out to the car and he handed over two large boxes.
“Remember,” he said, “just one into every bag. That’s all you have to do, then give me a call and I’ll bring you the rest of the money. Still got my phone number?”
“I got it saved in my phone,” Harry said. “Don’t worry, you’ll be hearing from us well before morning.”
Tushar smiled once more, then got into his car and drove away. There was very little doubt in his mind that they would get the job done, but theirs was only half of what was needed. The rest would be up to Rashad Ibrahim.
He took out his phone and dialed Tariq. The old man answered on the second ring.
“It has begun,” Tushar said. “The first part is already set into motion.”
“As I knew it would be,” Tariq said. “Allah has blessed you, and more blessings await you. I—Tushar, someone has just broken the door. Someone is here.”
“Broken the door?” Tushar asked. “What do you…”
The sound of gunshots came to the phone, and Tariq fell silent. Tushar listened as more shots rang out, and then only seconds later, someone was shouting at Tariq to get down.
The old man had been captured. Tushar cut off the call, then threw the phone out the car window. The thought of old Tariq being in the hands of the SIS was terrible, but Allah sometimes demanded sacrifices. The Realignment must go on, no matter who he might lose.
After all, this was why Tariq had insisted that he maintain several safehouses. He drove toward the next one, waiting until he had traveled a couple of miles before taking out another phone and turning it on. He dialed a number from memory and waited until it was answered.
“Suleiman,” Tushar said. “Tariq has been arrested. I need you to go to Rashad Ibrahim immediately and bring him to me. Be certain that you are not followed, because I have reason to believe that Ibrahim is being watched, and might even be a traitor to our cause.”
“Yes,” Suleiman said, “I know. I was with him. Two men came in, they killed everyone else. When I knew that Tariq was taken alive, I escaped through the window. I have my car, so I am on the way to do as you say.”
Suleiman was young, but he was no fool. He was also faithful, Tushar knew, and would do what he was told.
Tushar ended the call and drove on to the next safe house, in Battersea. Suleiman would find Ibrahim, and would know where to bring him.




TWENTY-FOUR

“Look,” Sam said. “Somebody is running.”
As he and Denny watched, a man came running from the side of the house and hurried to a car, a Jaguar F type that was sitting at the curb. It started instantly and the car roared away. Denny started the Volvo and put it into gear, pressing the gas pedal just hard enough to keep the Jaguar in sight.
Sam’s phone rang, and he looked to see that it was Noah calling.
“Prichard,” he said. “You are right, somebody took off. We’re tailing him. I don’t know who it is, but I’m pretty sure it was not Tushar.”
“Excellent, that’s what I wanted. Try not to spook them, just do your best to keep them in sight and figure out where they go. Marco and I had a little better luck, we’ve managed to arrest a suspect. We’ll take him back to HQ for questioning and wait to hear from you. Maybe your quarry will lead you to the real target.”
“We can only hope,” Sam said. “I’ll let you know when I know something else.”
Up ahead, the Jaguar made a sudden left turn and then poured on the speed. By the time they got to the same intersection, it was more than a block away.
“I think he just figured out he’s being followed,” Denny said. He floored the Volvo, but it was only a matter of seconds before he and Sam both knew that it was no match for the Jaguar. The car made another hard right turn, and was completely out of sight by the time they got there.
“Well, crap,” Sam said. “I guess I better call it in.”
“Hang on a moment,” Denny said. “Let’s just cruise around the neighborhood for a moment, maybe we’ll get lucky.”
He wandered through the neighborhood streets for about three minutes, but then finally shook his head. “Sorry, Sam,” he said. “I’m afraid we lost him, whoever it was.”
“Hang on, I have an idea.” Sam took out his phone and hit the speed dial icon for his wife. “Babe? I need your help. Can you hack your way into the London traffic camera system?”
“I’m sure I can,” Indie replied. “What are we looking for?”
“A new, blue Jaguar F type,” Sam said. “License number is Alpha November Five Six Romeo Kilo Zulu. Denny and I were following it, but it disappeared.”
“All right, give me a couple of minutes.” Sam heard her tapping away on a keyboard, and waited for nearly three minutes before she spoke again. “Hey, Herman found it. The car is just leaving a house on Oaks Way, and just now turned onto Balfour road, going south. Where are you?”
“We are at the corner of Boundary Road and Brambledown Road,” Sam replied.
“I’m looking, I’m looking—okay, found it. You’re really actually very close, about half a mile away. Turn west onto Brambledown, then take a left onto Pine Ridge. Follow that down to Cranfield Road and turn right, because I’m watching the Jaguar on another screen and I think that will put you real close to where he’s going to come out on the Stanley Square Road. Cranfield runs right into Stanley Square, and I think you’ll get close before he gets there.”
“Great job, babe,” Sam said. “Watch him closely, in case he turns before we get there.”
“No problem, I’m watching. How’s it going over there?”
“It’s going,” Sam replied. “I just wish we had better luck. I’m not sure who it is we’re following, but he’s connected to Tushar, the suspect.”
“Okay, but be careful. I need you to come home safely, Sam. Where are you? Have you made it to the curve on Stanley Square yet?”
“Just going through it now. How much farther to where the Jaguar is?”
“He actually just turned right onto Stanley Square, and he should be less than a hundred feet in front of you. Can you see him?”
“There he is, Sam,” Denny said. “I’m going to hang back a bit, mate, try not to get spotted again.”
“We’ve got him, baby,” Sam said. “I’ll call you later, when I get back to the hotel.” He cut off the call without thinking, and suspected he would regret it later. For the moment, all he cared about was keeping his eyes on the Jaguar.
“I’m calling it in,” Sam replied. He looked at his phone again and called Noah to tell him what was going on.
“All right, good work, Sam. Let me know if you find anything.”
Denny kept the Volvo back a few cars, but the Jaguar didn’t seem to be trying to shake them. They followed it across the city, all the way to the point where it stopped and pulled into a driveway. Denny cruised slowly past, and they saw the man who was driving the car step out, and that another man was with him.
“I only saw one person come running out of the house,” Sam said. “Did you see anybody else get into the car with him?”
“No,” Denny said. “Apparently he made a stop to pick up a guest. Should we try to take them now?”
Sam had kept his cell phone in his hand after his conversation with Noah, and quickly activated its camera. He snapped two quick shots before the suspects were out of sight, and then turned back to Denny.
“Not just yet,” he said. “Let me send these back to Noah and see if they mean anything to him.”
* * * * *
The old man offered no resistance as they brought him out of the back seat at SIS headquarters. Noah had been riding in the back with him while Marco drove. He stepped out without a word, and Noah took hold of his arm as they walked into the building.
“Any idea who he is?” Liam asked, coincidentally standing by the door.
“He hasn’t said a word yet,” Noah replied. “I’m pretty sure he understands English, but he hasn’t answered any questions. I figure I’ll let Albert take a swing at him.”
“Yeah,” Marco said. “And if he doesn’t get anywhere, we can turn him over to Jenny.”
Albert took one look at the prisoner and broke into a smile. “Tariq al-Bassar,” he said. “I might have bloody known you’d be mixed up in there somewhere.” He looked at Noah. “This old bugger has been on our watchlist for more than twenty years. You heard of the Iran hostage situation, back in the seventies? Tariq was an acolyte of the Ayatollah, back then, and he’s been floating from one jihadist group to another ever since.”
Tariq was taken into a room and handcuffed to a steel chair, and then an MI6 interrogation specialist was brought in. He sat across the table from the old man, smiled at him and said, “I have been waiting years for an opportunity to speak to you. Do you know why that is?”
Tariq said nothing. He simply looked at the interrogator without any facial expression.
“Well, I’ll tell you anyway. You see, my father was killed when he and his team were sent to arrest you, about twenty years ago. I was just a teenager then, but I already knew I wanted to work in the intelligence services. Then, it turns out I had a knack for languages and interrogation, so I suppose my preparations paid off. Here we are, you and I, facing each other across the table. It’s really too bad we are a civilized country. I think a little torture right now would suit me just fine.”
Tariq smiled at him. “And that would make you no different from me,” the old man said. “And that is all I have to say.”
The interrogator nodded at the guard and the door was closed. Noah, Marco, Sam and Denny continued on to the conference room.
“Well,” Catherine said when they entered, “the day has not been a total loss. If Tariq is involved with Tushar, it is probably as a mentor, an advisor. He will almost certainly know what Tushar is planning, but the question remains as to whether we can get that information from him. Men like him, especially at his age, seem to be able to resist our questioning quite well.”
Jenny, who was back from her errand with Sarah, leaned forward and smiled. “He won’t if I take a crack at him,” she said. “Care to let me try?”
“I have hopes it won’t come to that,” Catherine said. “Forgive me, but I have read some of your after action reports, remember?”
Jenny held up her hands in surrender. “Okay, okay,” she said. “Just remember, the offer stays on the table. Trust me, I’ll find out anything he knows.”
Noah’s phone vibrated to indicate an incoming message, and he took it out and looked at it. A photograph appeared, followed by a second one, and he handed the phone to Catherine.
“Sam just took these pictures of the people getting out of the car he was following,” he said. “Anybody recognize either of them?”
Catherine shook her head and passed the phone to Albert. He looked at it for a moment, then seemed to do a double take.
“Somebody check on Rashad Ibrahim,” he ordered. “Because that bloody well looks like him in this photo.”
Somebody made a phone call to the surveillance team that had been keeping an eye on Mr. Ibrahim, and then looked up at Albert. “Team three says he left with a friend about fifteen minutes ago. They didn’t know whether to follow or not, so they stayed put.”
“Bloody hell,” Albert said. “Call Prichard, get the location. Tushar probably changed things up after you arrested Tariq, so he’s sent someone to pick up Ibrahim. He must’ve smelled a trap.”
Noah had already hit the button to dial Sam, and he answered immediately.
“One of those men is Mr. Ibrahim, the one we were using for bait. Where are you, Sam?”
Sam gave him the address of the house. “What do you want us to do? Should we try to take them now?”
“No, wait for backup. We’re leaving now, so it’ll probably take us about twenty minutes to get to you. Stay out of sight until then, if you can.”
“We parked the car behind a moving van, but we can see the house pretty clearly. Nobody has come back out since they went in.”
“Good,” Noah said. “Call me if anything changes.”
Noah and Marco were up already, with Albert, Liam, Charles and Catherine following. They went out the door and got into cars, then Albert took the lead. His car was equipped with a siren, and he turned it on to cut down the travel time.
* * * * *
Inside the house Sam and Denny were watching, Suleiman was peeking between the slats of the blinds. “We were followed,” he said. “I believe that is the same car that followed me from the house where Tariq was taken.”
Ibrahim tried to look over his shoulder, but couldn’t really make out the car. “This is a problem?”
“I’m certain it is,” Suleiman said. “I do not believe Tushar would like anyone to know that he is meeting with you.”
“Then, perhaps you should call him,” Ibrahim said.
Suleiman was already holding his phone and dialing the number. “Tushar? This is Suleiman. I have brought your guest to the safe house, but I believe that I was followed.”
He listened for a moment, then nodded his head. “Yes, yes, I know where to go. We shall be there soon.”
He turned to Ibrahim. “Tushar wishes us to go to another location,” he said. “We will need to go out the back and avoid being seen. Come, we must go now.”
Ibrahim followed him out the back door of the house and through the gate in the back fence. They cut across another yard and into an alley, and then Suleiman stepped into the street where traffic was moving slowly. A car stopped to avoid hitting him, and Suleman withdrew a pistol from his pocket and pointed at the driver.
The driver, a woman, screamed and got out of the car. Suleiman motioned for Ibrahim to get into the car, and then slid behind the wheel. They drove away quickly, leaving the woman standing in the street.




TWENTY-FIVE

Things were going quite well, Tushar thought. Everything was falling perfectly into place. The last bit of preparation had just been completed, and now it was time to set everything into motion.
The trip to Blackbushe Airport had taken a bit of time out of his day, but it was certainly going to pay off. The mask he wore, combined with his clipped British accent, easily helped to convince the operators of the flying service that he was a local businessman who only wanted to pay homage to the queen. Since he was ready to provide the glitter powder in a pressurized tank that could be mounted under the airplane, and was willing to pay more than a thousand quid just to have them fly over the city and dump the glitter just after the investiture ceremony, it was no trouble to talk them into it.
As he drove back into London, Tushar couldn’t help but look around and wonder just how big a job it was going to be to haul off all of the bodies.
* * * * *
The house was empty. Albert cursed as he walked through it a third time, but Ibrahim was nowhere to be found. A thorough search of the house was made, but the only thing they found was a case containing several of Tushar’s masks. After half an hour, they returned to their headquarters with Sam and Denny following.
The sun was getting low in the sky by the time they made it back, and Albert suggested they all get some sleep. Tariq would be held overnight, kept incommunicado since he was considered an enemy of the state. Interrogators would continue to question him throughout the night, but so far, he was giving up no information.
“Tomorrow’s the big day,” Albert said. “The investiture begins at noon, but with absolutely no idea how Tushar intends to attack, all we can do is bolster security as far as possible. If Ibrahim turns up, we will be notified. I suggest everybody get some sleep, because tomorrow may well be a terrible day in history.”
Catherine agreed with him, and everyone headed back to the hotels. Noah invited Sam and Denny to join the team for dinner, and Sam surprised him by accepting. They went to the hotel restaurant and were lucky enough to find a table large enough for eight.
“I’m afraid I’ve let you down, Noah,” Sam said when they were seated. “I think this is just too far outside my range of experience.”
“I think that’s nonsense,” Noah said. “My gut tells me you still have a contribution to make, Sam, so don’t give up on me yet.”
“I’m not going anywhere yet,” Sam said. “I just wish I knew what to do.”
They all ate dinner quietly and then went to their rooms. As Albert had suggested, they wanted to get some rest to be ready for whatever might transpire the following day. Sam took some time to call his wife and speak to his daughter while Denny got a shower, and then took one of his own. Despite the extra hours of sleep they had gotten that morning, both men were tired and went to bed before the sun was all the way down.
* * * * *
Suleiman delivered Ibrahim as promised, and Tushar welcomed him into the safe house. The stolen car was dropped a few blocks away by one of Tushar’s soldiers, and then Tushar and Ibrahim sat down to talk privately.
“I’m sorry for having to change our plans,” he said. “Unfortunately, it seems that the government is doing everything it can to put a stop to my activities. Were you aware that they were listening to your telephone conversations?”
Ibrahim’s eyes went wide in a very convincing expression of surprise. “They’re listening to my calls? But why? I have never done anything to arouse the suspicions of the government. If anything, I would think that I have proven my value to them on many occasions.”
“I agree,” Tushar said. “I have taken the liberty of studying your accomplishments, and you have been a model citizen of the United Kingdom. However, the fact remains that they were able to listen to your call. It was actually one of my men who called to arrange our dinner this evening, and they were able to trace the call back to the house where we had been staying. Fortunately, I was out taking care of some business, so I was not apprehended. Some of my men, however, were killed, and my closest friend was taken prisoner.”
“I am so sorry,” Ibrahim said. “Please believe me, I had no knowledge of any of this. I am a faithful servant of Allah, and seek only to serve you faithfully, as well.”
Tushar waved a hand in dismissal. “Have no fear, my friend,” he said. “I am confident of your faithfulness, but we live in a world where even those closest to us can be used against us. Let us discuss our business, and then arrangements will be made to return you to your family safely. If you are questioned about where you have been, I trust you will be able to come up with a convincing explanation.”
“I shall certainly do so. Now, tell me, how may I serve?”
Tushar smiled. “Tomorrow, during your investiture, you will be brought before the queen to be given your medal and credentials. At that time, I should like you to do something very simple. I should like you to offer to the queen a simple chocolate, and then eat one of your own. When you do this, you should hold the chocolate up for everyone to see, and then suggest that they all join you and the queen in partaking of such a delicacy.”
Ibrahim smiled back. “Of course,” he said. “I had been thinking that you were going to ask something far more difficult of me, and I spent much of last night praying that I would be capable of serving in whatever capacity you desire.”
Tushar chuckled. “But as you can see, I only need you to do this one simple thing. It is a form of salute to the queen, and no one could take exception to something so harmless, could they?”
“Of course not. It will be my pleasure.”
“I’m certain that it will,” Tushar said. He opened a small box and removed a few chocolates from it, passing them to Ibrahim. “I would not be surprised if someone tries to convince you not to do this,” he went on. “It is very important, however, that you do exactly as I ask. To show you just how important it is, I would like you to take a look at this.”
He reached down beside his chair and picked up a tablet computer, touched a button on the side and then turned it around so that Ibrahim could see the screen. His eyes at first showed delight when he saw his wife and youngest daughter, but then they shifted to an expression of confusion, just before reflecting sheer terror. There on the screen, the image of his wife and daughter was crystal clear, but it was shown from an angle that should not be possible. The camera would’ve had to have been inside the wall, because there was nothing in the room where it could possibly have been mounted.
He looked up at Tushar. “I do not understand,” he said. “How can you have this?”
“I have it,” Tushar said, “because I have men working for me who can place hidden camera devices anywhere I want them. There are several within your home as we speak, and all of them are constantly monitored. In addition, there are a number of explosive devices in your house. If at any time in the next twenty-four hours anyone tries to remove your family from the home, or if they attempt to leave for any reason, those explosive devices will be detonated. If you fail to do as I have instructed you, they will be detonated. If, on the other hand, you do exactly as I told you to do, the cameras and explosives will be deactivated. You will be provided with instructions on how to remove them safely, and you and I will remain friends forever. Do you understand me, Mr. Ibrahim?”
Ibrahim stared at the monitor and swallowed. “I understand perfectly,” he said. “Please let me assure you, this is not necessary. I am honored to serve you, and to do as you wish me to do.”
“And I believe you,” Tushar said with a smile. “Alas, as I said a moment ago, we live in a world where it is difficult to trust anyone. This is only my way of ensuring that you will do what I need done. When it is finished, you and your family will be perfectly safe, and you will have a place high in my councils.”
He snapped his fingers and one of his men came into the room.
“Please take Mr. Ibrahim home,” Tushar said. “He needs to rest for his exciting adventure tomorrow.”
Ibrahim took one more look at the monitor, then rose slowly from his seat. He followed the man who had been tasked with driving him home and forced himself not to look back. The words that were trying to climb up his throat would almost certainly get his family killed, and that was the last thing he wanted.
The drive did not take long, but Ibrahim felt that he had an eternity to think about what to do. Unfortunately, no matter how loyal he might be to his new homeland, his loyalty was first to his family. It was possible that Charles and his people might devise a way to keep his family safe, but Ibrahim was not willing to take the chance.
After all, all he had to do was offer the queen a piece of chocolate. What could be the harm in that?
Of course, he knew that something terrible was in the offing. He only hoped that his wife and children would be safe, no matter what happened to him.
When he arrived at home, Rashad Ibrahim entered his house with a smile. He waited until all of the younger children were in bed at night before he took his wife into their bedroom and told her that she would not be able to attend the investiture the following day.
She was a good wife. Even though it hurt her feelings, she would do as her husband told her to do.
* * * * *
“Have you got it?” Harry asked. Lenny mumbled something, but the small flashlight clamped in his teeth made it impossible for Harry to understand. He watched as Lenny twisted a couple of wires together and then removed the flashlight from his mouth.
“There it is,” Lenny said. “These people have one of the cheapest alarm systems I’ve ever seen. Hard to believe they can get contracts with the royal family, isn’t it?”
“It’s not the family,” Harry said, “it’s the bloody government. They let everything out for bids, and the lowest bid gets the job. Well, you can’t make the lowest bid if you’re spending a fortune on security, now can you?”
“Suppose not,” Lenny said. He picked the lock on the back door of the gift shop and then they were in. Harry carried the two boxes of chocolates and stood aside while Lenny shut the door behind him.
The gift bags were everywhere. There were thousands of them, lined up on shelves that filled the entire back half of the building.
“Well,” Harry said. He set down the boxes and opened the top one, then took a large, red plastic cup out of his pocket and scooped up the chocolates inside. “Let’s get to work, then, shall we?”
Five hours later, after dropping chocolates into every bag, they were finished. They’d actually run out of chocolates before they ran out of bags, but there he decided that wasn’t their fault. Surely there were enough to do whatever it was old Billy wanted done, so they picked up the now empty boxes, slipped out the back door, and Harry waited while Lenny locked up and removed his jumper wire from the alarm system.
They got into Harry’s car and drove away, and then Harry took out his phone. He hit the icon to call Billy, and was delighted when the man answered on the first ring.
“All finished already?” Tushar asked.
“Yep, all done,” Harry said. “You got the money ready?”
“It’s like I told you,” Tushar said, “I already had it ready for you. In fact, you can pick it up now. It’s taped to the bottom of the seat back in the chip shop. There’s two envelopes, one for each of you.”
“In the chippy?” Harry asked. “But it’s closed now.”
“What’s in the chippy?” Lenny asked.
“Billy put our money under the seat, where we were sitting. We can go by and pick it up in the morning.”
“In the morning?” Lenny demanded. “That place has no security at all. Come on, then, I can have the door open in twenty seconds. Let’s go get our money now.”
Tushar chuckled into the phone. “Sounds like Lenny has the right idea,” he said. “Go on and get it. Like we talked about, you probably want to be as far away from London as possible before everything starts tomorrow. If you go get it now, you can get out front of everything.”
Harry nodded. “Yeah, I suppose it makes sense. All right, then, but you’re sure it’s there, right?”
“Every penny,” Tushar said. “It’s all there waiting for you.”
Harry ended the call and the two men headed for the chip shop. It was getting close to 4 o’clock in the morning, but the shop didn’t open until ten. Lenny picked the lock, almost as quickly as he claimed he could, and then Harry rushed in and felt under the seat.
Sure enough, there was the envelope. He grabbed it quickly and hurried out of the building, and the two of them jumped into the car again. Lenny didn’t even bother to lock the door behind him.
Harry passed the envelope to Lenny, and he tore it open. “There’s that beautiful money,” Lenny said. He pulled it out and started counting the notes, laying one on his lap and then putting one into Harry’s hand, until they were evenly divided.
And then he looked up at Harry, who was crushing his own wad of notes and shoving them into his pocket.
“Harry,” he said. “I’m not feeling so good. It’s like—it’s like I can’t catch my breath…”
Harry looked back at Lenny, and saw the way he was laboring to breathe. He pulled the car over quickly, looking closely at his old friend’s face.
“Blimey, Lenny,” he said. “You look like you’re having a coronary.”
He tried to speak for a second, but then seemed to faint. Harry reached over to shake him, but that’s when he realized he was having trouble breathing on his own.
He had stopped the car on a deserted side street, in a rundown neighborhood that was mostly empty. No one noticed the car until late the following day, after all the excitement was already over.
* * * * *
Everything was set, and Tushar was certain that this time, his plans would meet with success. Between the deaths at the investiture, which would be televised and seen by many thousands, and the drifting death that would blanket most of the city shortly thereafter, the world would know that things had changed.
If only Tariq were here to bask with him in the glow of success. Too bad about the old man, but Tushar didn’t truly need him. Once this day was over, he would never actually have to use the Touch of Death again unless he wanted to. The fact that it would deliver so much death in ancient, fabled London would be enough to make the rest of the world fear any attempt at resistance.
The old man had been correct; CNN had reported that numerous packages of the poison were unaccounted for, and it would only take the rumor that one of them was somewhere within the city to make the population panic and flee. Such a panic would result in significant loss of life on its own, and spread terror throughout every nation. As far as the people of the West were concerned, there would be nowhere they could hide.
As for those of his own people who were going to die in London, Tushar almost envied them. They would be martyrs, and would be among the most favored in Paradise. Allah was always generous and grateful to those who died in his service.
It was time. Even though the sun had barely risen, it was time for Tushar to take his place. He walked out the door of his safe house and got into the car, already wearing the mask in uniform he would need for the day. He checked the leather bag on the front seat beside him to make certain the protective mask was undisturbed, then closed it up again as he started the car.
It was time to go and watch the show.




TWENTY-SIX

Everyone was at headquarters early the following morning, but Albert had beaten them all by three hours. He had come in early to check on the interrogation of Tariq, but the man had not given up anything. Albert tried talking to him personally, but the old man simply looked into his eyes and yawned.
“We’ve got nowhere with that old bastard,” he said when everyone arrived. “We still believe Tushar is going to try something at the investiture, but we have no indication of what it might be.”
“What about Mr. Ibrahim?” Sam asked. “Did he ever turn up last night?”
“Yes,” Albert said. “He was dropped off about nine thirty and Charles spoke with him shortly after. He was taken somewhere to meet with Tushar, but he says the man never showed up. After a while, the guy who drove him just brought him back home and let him out. We think the capture of Tariq might have scuttled his plans to use Ibrahim, but we’re keeping a close eye on him, just in case.”
“And we’re still no closer to knowing where Tushar is,” Sam growled. “What’s the game plan, then?”
“MI5 is in charge of security for this event, but we will be assisting. We are putting everyone possible inside Westminster Abbey today, including all of you. The ceremony begins at noon, so we’ll all be in place at least two hours before that. Sam, Denny, only the two of you have ever actually laid eyes on Tushar. We want you to be watching closely, and if you see anyone you even think resembles him, notify one of us immediately. We’ll all be equipped with radios, so communication will not be a problem.”
He started handing out specific assignments then, as more than three dozen MI6 operatives stood in the conference room. There were more in the hallway outside, and Sam was impressed at how well Albert handled the situation. In less than thirty minutes, every one of them knew exactly where they were supposed to be and what they were supposed to be doing.
And then it was time to go. They loaded up into several cars and headed out, with Sam and Denny told to stay close to Albert and Catherine. Only Sarah and Renee were left out, staying back at SIS HQ. Noah had insisted.
They all walked in together and then began going to their individual assignment locations. Sam and Denny were placed very near the dais, where they had a clear view of the entire gallery, all the way to the front doors.
Noah was also near the dais, ready to move if Sam or Denny indicated that Tushar was  present. He reminded them to concentrate on physical shape and gait, certain that Tushar would be in disguise and wearing one of his many masks. He intended to make sure the man didn’t get away this time.
“You think there’s any chance we can catch him here?” Jenny asked Noah as she slipped past him to go to her own place.
“I doubt it,” Noah said. “If he actually intends to strike here, he won’t be present. I’m just trying to figure out how he could introduce the powder. The air handlers are all secured, and I can’t imagine any other way to spread it around and infect everyone.”
“But if he does have a way,” Jenny said, “we’re all going to die along with everyone else in here.”
Noah nodded. “Yes,” he said. “That is a distinct possibility. Watch for any sign of people getting sick from the stuff, and be ready to help us get the queen and her family out of here.”
At eleven, all of the staff who would be working to help make the event a success arrived, and preparations were begun for when the Abbey would open. The investiture was set to begin at noon, with the queen arriving shortly before that time. The decorations were all in place and had been carefully inspected, the gift bags were installed near the entrances to be passed out to every guest as they entered, and all of the candidates for investiture were waiting in the room at the back of the building.
“Hey, babe,” Sam said. He had slipped off by himself for a moment to call his wife, even though it meant waking her from a sound sleep. “I just needed to hear your voice,” he said.
“Sam?” Indie asked sleepily. “Is everything okay?”
Sam forced himself to smile. “I think it will be,” he said. “I actually get to see the Queen of England today, can you believe that? I’m sorry to wake you up, but I probably won’t get another chance to call before late tonight.”
“It’s okay,” she said. “I love hearing your voice, too.”
“I love you, Indie,” Sam said. “I have to go, but I just needed to say that to you.”
Indie yawned. “I love you too,” she said.
Sam hung up and turned back to watch the gallery. He knew there was a good possibility that everyone he was looking at was going to die, and that he might even die with them. If he did, he wanted Indie to know that she was one of the last things he thought of.
The queen was brought in, along with her husband and her son, as well as her youngest grandson. They took their places on the dais, and a few moments later, the doors were opened and guests were allowed to enter.
“All right,” Albert’s voice came through the earpieces they all were wearing. “This is it, let’s all stay alert.”
They all watched closely as the guests entered and found their seats, each of them carrying the gift bag they were handed as they came through the doors, and Sam pointed out three or four men who could possibly have been Tushar. Other operatives checked them out, but all of them turned out to be legitimate guests. Every once in a while, Sam would look around anyway, just keeping track of them, but they were not a problem.
* * * * *
In the room behind the dais, the Lord Chamberlain was explaining to the candidates what would happen during the investiture ceremony.
“In just a few minutes,” he said, “we will begin to call your names. When your name is called, simply get up out of your chair and walk through this doorway, which will lead you onto the front of the dais. When you step out, you will see the queen standing there, so you simply walk directly to her, then turn and face her. She will give you your warrants, touch you briefly on the shoulders with the sword if you are being knighted, and then will affix your new insignia. The insignia simply hangs on the pin that you are given earlier, and I see that everyone has the pin already in place. After the insignia is affixed, the queen will usually speak with you for a moment, and then you will be dismissed. At that point, you will take two steps backward, and then turn and proceed in the same direction across the dais to the other side. There is another room there, where you will wait until the rest of the ceremony is completed, and then we will lead you all out for the photographers.”
The candidates all smiled and nodded, indicating their understanding of the instructions. The Lord Chamberlain stepped out of the room and waved to Albert, to let him know that it was time for the ceremony to begin.
* * * * *
“All right, everything is ready now,” Albert said to the earpieces. “Here we go.”
The Lord Chamberlain walked onto the dais and stood in the center, facing the queen.
“Your Majesty,” he said, and then he turned to face the gallery, “and our distinguished guests. We are most delighted to have you here, and hope that you enjoy seeing your friends and family receiving their honors. The ceremony is now about to begin, so we ask everyone to please remain silent. Applause is acceptable after each investiture, but we ask you to keep it to a minimum.”
A moment later, with cameras flashing and video cameras running, the first name was called, and a tall, distinguished-looking man came through a doorway on the side of the dais and approached the queen. He knelt in front of her and she touched him on each shoulder with the sword that was handed to her, then gave it back to the Chamberlain and picked up the insignia that indicated knighthood. The man got to his feet and she affixed the insignia before touching his arm and smiling as they chatted quietly for a moment.
It lasted only a minute, and then the man stepped back, turned and made his exit to polite applause. Another name was called, and it began again.
It would happen at any moment, Noah thought. If Tushar was going to strike, if he were actually going to unleash the deadly poison he had persuaded Embry to create, it would probably happen within the first few minutes of such a grand ceremony. As he knew they all were doing, Noah kept his eyes moving, scanning throughout the Abbey for even a hint of what was about to come.
A second knighthood was granted, and the queen took an extra few seconds chatting with this one. When she was done, he also stepped back and turned, but this time there was a bit more applause.
Sam was trying to watch everything and was becoming frustrated with the impossibility. To force himself to relax, he focused on a little girl who was in the audience. She reminded him of Kenzie, and he watched her closely for a few seconds to try to force himself to tamp down his stress and frustration.
Like a lot of children, she was impatient. She was trying to get the gift bag out of her mother’s hand, but Mommy wasn’t having any of it. The harder the little girl pulled, the harder Mommy held on and frowned.
Sam almost chuckled. He was quite sure, had it been him, that he would’ve ignored the rules that forbade eating anything during the ceremony and let the child have the bag to get a piece of candy.
It hit him suddenly. Candy. The gift bags contained candy and nuts, treats for after the ceremony. Sam looked around the gallery and saw that many of the people were holding the gift bags in their hands, but many more must have set them down.
The Touch of Death, in its liquid form, only had to touch the skin to be absorbed into the bloodstream. In the powdered form, it could be taken into the lungs, or through the eyes.
What if it were inserted into a candy? What if it were mixed directly into something like chocolate, which was then molded into a shape and wrapped in foil? What would happen when you put that into your mouth?
Many years earlier, when he was only a teenager, Sam had learned an interesting trick. You could take the strongest person you could find and have them demonstrate their strength, and then take it away in a matter of seconds. All it required was to put a pinch of sugar under the tongue. The sugar was instantly absorbed into the bloodstream, and in less than a couple of seconds, it reduced the ability of the muscles to maintain their normal strength. It passed within a few seconds, but it made for an interesting party trick.
Chocolate melts in the mouth. Some of it would get under the tongue, undoubtedly, and be absorbed into the bloodstream.
Some of the gift bags were sitting not far away, intended for some of the staff members. Sam stepped over and picked one of them up, then looked inside. There were a few pieces of candy and a couple of bags of nuts, but then he saw a slip of paper and pulled it out.
Her Majesty thanks you for your attendance, and offers this gift in appreciation. Inside, you will find treats provided by Lansdowne Nut Company; Wimbledon Chocolates; Royal Splendor Mints; Cardigan Bay Nuts; and Essex Licorice.
Sam spilled the bag out into his hand. There were the nuts from Lansdowne, the chocolates from Wimbledon, the mints, the nuts from Cardigan Bay, and the licorice, and then there was the…
There was another chocolate in the bag, one wrapped in yellow foil. There was no name on the label, but only an image. A sword, crossed by a pair of lightning bolts. It was the kind of symbol that one would use for war.
Or for jihad.
Sam spun toward Noah, who was a dozen feet away. The motion caught Noah’s eye, and he stared at Sam for only a second before hurrying toward him.
“Noah, it’s the candy,” Sam said. “I’m sure of it, the Touch of Death is in the candies in the gift bags. Everybody has them, that’s the only way he could possibly try to kill everyone here.”
Noah looked around the gallery, seeing all of the little white gift bags that were still clutched in hands or sitting on the floor beside feet. Without even a second’s hesitation, he brought his wrist up and spoke into the microphone that was affixed to it.
“Albert, we believe the poison is in the gift bags. If anyone eats any, they’re likely to die and may even be able to infect people next to them.”
“Dear God, we overlooked it,” Albert said. A moment later, there was a commotion as he came running onto the dais, interrupting the queen as she affixed another insignia.
“Your Majesty, please forgive me,” he said, and then he picked up the microphone that was laying on the floor beside her. He turned and faced the gallery. “Ladies and gentlemen, I need your attention, please. We have reason to believe that a terrorist organization may have poisoned the candies in your gift bags. Please, we ask you to set them down and leave them untouched. Some of our people will collect them all, and will get your names. I’m certain we will be happy to replace them for you, but it is urgent that you do not eat anything from inside them.”
There was confusion in the gallery as people set the bags down quickly. Everyone had heard of the recent poisonings, and the very mention of poison in such a situation made them think of the quick-acting death that had struck so many people.
Denny grabbed Sam’s arm. “Sam, he’s here,” he said. “Remember what a grandstander he was? If he put the poison in the bloody candies, then he would know not to eat it. There’s no way he would pass up the opportunity to see his handiwork. He’s here, Sam, I’m sure of it.”
Sam stared at him for only a second, then spoke into the microphone on his own wrist. “This is Sam Prichard,” he said. “Seal all exits, immediately. We have reason to believe that Tushar Balakrishnan is in the building. Seal all exits, right now.”
The place was suddenly rocked with the sound of doors slamming, and people were beginning to panic. The queen’s guards had moved onto the dais and surrounded her, encouraging her to leave the dais immediately, but she was refusing.
Sam and Denny were looking around, trying to spot anyone acting suspicious enough to be Tushar. Unfortunately, a lot of people were trying to get to the exits and were being held back by police and MI5 operatives. With everyone trying to leave, it was difficult to determine who might be considered to be acting suspiciously, but then Sam noticed the policeman.
There was one policeman who was standing near the main front doors, and he kept glancing toward them. He was telling people to stay back, just as he was supposed to be, but Sam noticed that his attention seemed to be focused on the doors.
He was tall, and athletically built. Sam touched Denny’s arm and indicated the policeman with a nod of his head.
“Could be him,” Denny said. “Right size, definitely more interested in those doors than he is in doing his job.”
Sam looked around. “Cut down the sides,” he said. “I’ll take this side, you take the other. Let’s see if we can close in on him and find out if that’s a mask he’s wearing.”
The two of them moved quickly, sliding behind guests to stay close to the walls. It took a couple of minutes for each of them to get near the front of the building. Denny got there first. He held back and waited for Sam to appear on the other side, and then both of them started toward the policeman at the same time.
The air conditioning system wasn’t working as well on that end of the building, and Sam noticed that it was hot down there. Apparently, the policeman was feeling it as well, because he reached up and ran a finger around his collar. He wiped at his neck for a second, as if trying to wipe away the sweat, but then he looked at his hand.
And that’s when Sam saw that the rubber around the neck was starting to come loose, probably because of the sweat building up under it. He walked a little faster, then, one hand touching the wall to help him keep his balance on his bad hip, but that’s what gave him away.
Tushar—Sam was certain of it now—looked directly at Sam, and recognition flooded the brown eyes. He turned and looked the other way and saw Denny coming, as well, and took off running. He couldn’t get to the doors, so he started toward the dais, shoving panicking people out of the way as he tried to get as far away from Denny and Sam as he could.
“Sam? What’s going on?” Noah’s voice came to the earpiece.
Sam raised his wrist and spoke into the microphone. “The policeman running up the center, that’s Tushar! That’s him!”
Tushar looked back and saw them coming, then, and tried to increase his pace. There was a door off to the right, and at least for a moment, there was no one who appeared to be guarding it. He turned toward it, and Sam might have gotten to him in time, but Tushar shoved a young girl backward and Sam ran into her. His hip gave out and he went down, and Tushar made it out the small emergency exit.
“I’ve got him,” Noah shouted to Sam as he rushed through the door behind his quarry. Denny followed, and the two of them saw Tushar running down the side of the building for all he was worth.
One of the many police officers saw them running and stepped in front of Tushar, ordering him to halt. Instead, Tushar ran head-on into him, knocking him to the ground and stumbling over him, but managing to grab the pistol he was carrying and snatch it away. He ran a few more steps, then turned and pointed the weapon at Noah. He squeezed the trigger repeatedly, and the bullets flew past Noah.
Noah had snatched his pistol out as he ran and quickly fired three shots back at the terrorist.
One of those shots made contact, catching Tushar in the hip and spinning him around. He dropped his own weapon as he fell to the ground, pressing a hand over the wound. Noah closed the distance between them and kicked away his gun, then pointed his own pistol into Tushar’s face as he reached down and yanked away the mask.
Tushar looked up at him and tried to smile. “You’re too late,” he said. “You and everyone else, it’s too late for you. You may have stopped me from making a statement, but you cannot prevent the destruction of London.”
Noah stared into his eyes for a moment, then lifted his foot and put it on Tushar’s shattered hip. He pressed down hard, and the terrorist let out a scream.
“Maybe it is too late,” Noah said, “but at least I can make you suffer for a while. Or you can tell me what you’re talking about, and your suffering can end.” He ground his foot onto the hip again, and Tushar screamed once more, his eyes bugging out as he stared up at Noah. He held on for a few seconds, but then he waved a hand at Noah, begging for relief.
“All right, all right,” he said. “I’ll tell you, because it won’t matter anyway. There’s nothing you can do to stop it, it’s far too late for that.”
Noah lifted his foot, but kept it hovering over the hip. “Tell me what you mean,” he said. “Now.”
And then Tushar began to laugh. “It really doesn’t matter if you kill me now,” he said. “I was planning to make my own escape, and had everything ready. Now, I shall die with you in any event, and Allah will reward me. I shall sit in his right hand for all eternity, and another will rise to take my place here on earth.” He stopped talking for a moment and closed his eyes, turning his head from side to side. “Do you hear it? Do you hear the sound of the engine? It’s an airplane, and when it flies over the Abbey a few minutes hence, the pilot will pull a lever. That lever, he believes, will cause him to leave a cloud of sparkling dust behind, and he shall spread it throughout the city. By the time he lands, most of London will already be dead, and he won’t even know that he was the instrument at the destruction. When he figures it out—well, you never know, he might be the sort who can live with himself.”
That was when Noah caught the sound of the engine. A single engine plane, one of those that used to pull banners through the air or do sky writing with smoke trails. Instinctively, he turned his head and looked, and saw its shiny, aluminum skin winking in the sunlight.
Noah looked back at Tushar and squeezed his trigger once. Tushar’s head exploded as Noah turned toward the east, where the plane was banking as it turned to approach the Abbey.
“Hey,” Noah heard a voice call, and turned to see Denny sitting on the ground behind him. “Can I get a bit of help, here, mate?”
“Are you hit?” Noah called out, but then Sam and Albert came out the same door Noah had chased Tushar through.
“Yeah, a bit,” Denny said. “I took one through the shoulder, but it’s through and through.” He looked up as Sam got to him and smiled. “Oh, hi, Sam,” he said, and then he fainted.
“We have a problem,” Noah said, reaching them. He turned and pointed toward the airplane. “Tushar’s dying words,” he said. “That airplane is loaded with the dust, and will dump it as it flies over the Abbey.”
Sam stared at him for a moment, then looked off toward the aircraft. The light reflecting off its skin was sparkling, but all Sam could see was the specter of death coming toward him with its scythe outstretched.
Albert was staring open-mouthed at the airplane, but then he suddenly turned and looked up toward the top of the building. Noah followed his gaze and saw the snipers they positioned on the roof just as Albert raised his wrist and spoke into his microphone.
“Rooftop spotters,” he said, “do you see the airplane approaching?”
Both of the snipers Noah could see turned and looked off toward the sound of the engine. “Affirmative, sir,” came the reply to the earphones.
“Shoot it down!” Albert shouted into the microphone. “It’s loaded with the poison dust, you’ve got to shoot it down!”
Both snipers suddenly dropped to a kneeling position and raised their weapons. They were obviously professionals, because they held back as they made minor adjustments to the scopes on the rifles. Noah looked at the airplane, which was getting closer with every second.
Sam was also watching it, thinking that he would never get to go home and see his wife and children again. His thoughts went to all of the people he had been working with, and at that moment, he would’ve given anything to be able to give his own life to protect them all. He watched, waiting for the dust to begin blowing out of the aircraft, the dust that would end the lives of untold tens of thousands.
BOOM! BOOM!
Both snipers fired, and the rifles bucked. Each of them worked  his bolt and fired again, and then again, and then again.
Sam, Noah and Albert stood where they were and stared at the approaching airplane, but it was coming straight toward the church. Shooting down even a small plane with just a rifle was nearly impossible, but the snipers continued to try.
BOOM!
There wouldn’t be time for another shot, Sam knew, because the airplane was no more than a thousand yards out. That last bullet, the last hope they had, flew out of the barrel of the rifle and sped on its way, but Sam knew there was no hope. He stood there and stared at the airplane, refusing to close his eyes even as death came to claim him.
There it was. The stream of dust began flying out from under the airplane, meaning it was all over. Sam felt tears running down his face as he saw it, and wondered if he had time to call Indie and say goodbye.
The airplane lurched suddenly and canted over to the left. The engine sounded strained, suddenly, as if it was barely able to keep running. As they watched, the plane began losing altitude and then suddenly rolled over onto its back and dived straight down. They could tell the pilot was trying to wrestle the controls, trying to get it back into level flight, but something was obviously wrong.
That wasn’t dust trailing behind it; it was the smoke from the engine, which had been hit. Oil, gushing from the engine, was streaming along the exhaust pipe and burning, leaving a trail of white smoke.
At the last possible second, the plane rolled over again so that it was upright when it struck the water in the Thames, but even the water landing couldn’t save it. The wings tore off and a spark from the wiring ignited the fuel that was gushing everywhere. A massive fireball rose up from the river, and then the plane began to sink beneath the fuel that burned atop the water.
Sam turned and looked at Noah. “Are we—I mean, did it…”
Noah shook his head. “It was supposed to dump when it went over the Abbey,” he said. “It never got here, so it never dumped the dust.”
Sam looked back at the burning river. “But all that poison, it’s probably getting into the water…”
“Yes, and that’s a good thing,” Noah said. “You see, Sam, the Thames is not a true river. It’s actually an offshoot of the ocean, and it’s salt water.”




EPILOGUE

It took a couple of hours to get everything sorted out, but at last it was done. All of the gift bags were collected, and Gilbert in the lab at SIS HQ was able to confirm that the chocolates were made with Touch of Death as a minor ingredient. Each square of chocolate contained less than a a tenth of a single milligram of the poison, but it was more than enough to kill anyone who might have ingested it.
Denny’s wound turned out to be quite a bit more serious than he’d thought. The bullet had nicked an artery and he’d lost a lot of blood, but the surgeons were able to repair it and he was expected to make a full recovery. Of course, he was going to be in hospital for a while.
Luckily, the story of his heroism at the investiture had already spread to the hospital. Nurses were fighting over the opportunity to be assigned to his floor, and he was doing a lot of grinning.
Early the following morning, they learned that two more bodies had been found in a poorer neighborhood. They were a pair of locals who were known for burglary and minor thefts, but the money found on them was tainted with the poison. It didn’t take long for the police to conclude that they had been involved in putting the poisoned candies into the gift bags.
Sam walked into the SIS headquarters at just before nine, and was told to go straight to the conference room. He rode the elevator up and entered the room, finding Noah and his entire team at the table with Albert and Catherine.
“It’s about time,” Catherine said with a smile. “I was just about to send someone to fetch you, Sam. Have you checked in on Dennis yet this morning?”
“I talked to him on the phone a few minutes ago,” Sam replied. “He’s whining like a big baby, pissed off because they won’t let him leave yet, but it seems the nurses are keeping him entertained. I guess the doctor wants to keep him another day or two, just to be sure there is no more internal bleeding.”
“That’s probably wise,” she said. “Listen, Sam, I want to personally thank you for everything you’ve done throughout this situation. Had it not been for you, there might have been no more royalty in the United Kingdom. Even if Her Majesty had not eaten the candies, such a disaster during a royal ceremony might have given those who yearn to see it end exactly what they wanted.”
“You don’t have to thank me,” Sam said. “I’m getting paid for this job, just like any other. The company I work for will bill Uncle Sam, and somebody in Washington will probably send the bill on over here.”
Catherine chuckled. “And I’m quite certain we shall pay it happily. Seriously, Sam, our country owes you a great debt of gratitude. Please don’t make light of our thanks.”
“Yeah, Sam,” Jenny said. “Be a gentleman for once, will ya?”
Startled, Sam looked at her. The grin on her face told him she was trying to joke, but it only reminded him of the maniacal grin he had seen the last time they had worked together. He shuddered and turned toward Noah.
“So, you guys heading back home now, too?” he asked.
Noah shook his head. “No, we actually have an estate not too far out of the city. Believe it or not, we were on vacation when all this began. I spoke with our boss yesterday evening, and she’s given us the okay to resume the vacation where we left off.” He looked into Sam’s eyes for a moment. “You’re welcome to join us for a while, if you like.”
Sam shook his head. “Thanks, but no thanks. Noah, I understand that the country needs people like you, but you and I live in different worlds. I respect you, and I trust you, but I don’t think I could ever work with you on a regular basis.”
“I understand,” Sarah said. “The thing is, Sam, I used to think the same way. I was just a driver, so I didn’t usually have to see what went on during the rough parts of the missions, and I didn’t want to know. But then, after I saw just how important the work they do is, I began to put more of myself into it. I’ll never be one of the assassins, but I’ve had to kill, and I know that I could do it again if I had to. Don’t sell yourself short; if you ever joined our organization, I suspect you’d be very good at it.”
Sam looked at her for a long moment, then forced a smile onto his face. “Well, thankfully,” he said, “we’ll never know.” He turned back to Catherine. “I’m going to hang out over here until Denny is released from the hospital, but if you folks are done with me, I’m going to turn in my weapon and ID. Is that all right?”
“Not just yet,” Catherine said. “I’m afraid there are two more things you have to do. If you’ll come with us?”
She got up out of her chair, and Sam rose to follow her. As he did so, he noticed that Noah and the rest got up to follow, as well. They went down the hall and into the elevators, then rode down into the basement levels. When the doors opened, Catherine stepped out without a word and Sam and the rest followed once again.
Catherine led them into a room, and Sam saw two men sitting on a bench. Both of them were handcuffed to the wall, and both of them were filthy and smelled.
Catherine took a sheet of paper out of her pocket and looked at it, then looked up at the two men.
“Tariq al-Bassar,” she said, “and Martin Embry. Under Part Three, Subsection 30, it has been determined by the Office of the Prime Minister of the United Kingdom that you have committed terrorist offenses against the United Kingdom for which the penalty of death may be applied without benefit of counsel or appeal. It is my duty to inform you that such penalty has been levied against you, and shall be carried out forthwith.”
Embry looked up at her. “Are you bloody mad?” he asked. “I am a citizen of the U.K., you cannot…”
Sam jumped when the shot rang out, and a hole appeared in Martin Embry’s forehead. His head snapped back, and then his body slumped against the wall. Sam spun to see where the shot had come from, and saw Noah standing there with a pistol in his hand.
“Good God, man,” Sam said. “You just…”
“He just did exactly what our government has asked him to do,” Catherine said. “And he’s not done.”
Sam turned to look at Tariq, who was sitting on the bench, calmly looking at them. For just a moment, Sam looked directly into his eyes and saw just how terrible the mind behind them really was. He waited a moment for the shot to come, but it didn’t.
He turned and looked at Noah. “What are you waiting for?”
Noah looked at him for a moment, then suddenly turned the pistol and held it towards Sam, grip first. “This is a man who brought Tushar to the point where he was willing to kill a third of the world’s population,” he said. “The entire scheme was originally Tariq’s idea, not Tushar’s. This is the kind of person my team and I have to deal with, and we do so willingly. However, this is also the man who was doing his best to see that everyone we love would die, sooner or later. Sam, there’s one thing we haven’t told you. You remember that two of the airplanes that had to ditch into the Atlantic were headed for the United States?”
Sam looked warily at him. “Yes, I remember,” he said.
“One of them was on its way to Denver.”
Sam Prichard looked into the eyes of Noah Wolf for a moment, doing his best to believe that Noah was lying to him. Where Sam lived with his wife and children, they were constantly listening to the airplanes coming in over their heads, headed toward landing at the airport. Had that plane not been stopped, Indie, Kenzie, Bo, the grandmas—they would all be dead.
Sam glanced back at Tariq for another second, and then reached for the gun in Noah’s hand.
* * * * *
The old XKE pulled up in front of Feeney Manor the next day, and the Bentley and the Land Rover pulled in right behind it. Team Camelot stepped out of the cars and looked up at the old mansion as Thomas, the Butler, came out the door to greet them.
“Mr. and Mrs. Lightner, and your friends,” Thomas said. “It’s so good to have you home.”
Thomas’ sons came out and gathered up their luggage to carry inside while Thomas stood on the stairs. When the luggage was all taken in, Noah and Sarah walked up the stairs beside the old man.
“It’s great to be back, Thomas,” Noah said. “Hopefully, we’ll get to stay and enjoy the rest of our vacation, now.”
“Oh, I do hope so, sir,” Thomas said. “Especially now that that dreadful situation in London has cleared up.”
“Yes, that was fortunate,” Noah said. “I take it you heard a lot of the news about it out here?”
“Oh, yes, sir,” Thomas replied. “Why, I was so worried that something might happen at investiture that I nearly glued myself to the television set. I got to watch the entire thing, I did.” He let a slow smile spread across his face. “Did you know, Mr. Lightner, that there is someone working to protect Her Majesty who looks almost exactly like yourself?”
Noah looked him in the eye. “Is there really?”
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ONE

The morning fog had finally burned off and the sunlight was coming through the open garage door.
“Okay, turn it over.”
Sarah, sitting in the driver’s seat of the little car, reached over and turned the ignition key, and the tiny little engine in the 1962 Triumph Spitfire spun over twice, then suddenly came to life. It purred like an overly content kitten, and Sarah looked up at Noah and smiled.
“It’s running,” she said delightedly. “Running pretty doggone well, in fact.”
Noah Wolf, her husband, nodded his head as he stood beside the right front wheel of the car, looking down at the idling engine. He had spent every possible minute of the last week stripping it down completely and painstakingly bringing it back to life one part at a time, and this was the culmination of his efforts. The idle was smooth and even, and he reached down and tugged on the accelerator linkage. Both carburetors opened up, and the engine revved instantly.
“That’s good,” he said. “Shut it down.”
Sarah turned off the engine and it sputtered once and stopped. “It sounded great. How soon can we go for a ride?”
“Not today. I’ve still got to put the radiator back in, and I haven’t even started on the suspension yet. It’s going to be a little while before it’s on the road.”
Sarah climbed out of the car, walked over to him, put her arm around him and rubbed his back. “That’s okay,” she said. “I’m just glad you’re having fun.”
Noah looked at her and raised one eyebrow. “I guess it’s fun,” he said. “It keeps my mind occupied, and I enjoy putting all the precision parts together. Of course, the idea is to finish the job at some point.”
She nodded and grinned at him. “Uh-huh, then you will be looking for something else to tinker with. Has anybody ever mentioned to you that you have an expensive hobby, Mr. Wolf?”
“I’ve heard that,” Noah said, “but it doesn’t seem like it to me. By the time I get this finished, I could sell it for five times what I’ve got in it.”
Sarah looked at the car, then looked back up at him. “Don’t you dare,” she said. “I want to drive this baby.”
There was a knock on the garage door, and they turned around to see Neil standing there.
“Hate to interrupt all the mechanical fun,” he said, “but the Dragon Lady wants us in the com center in fifteen minutes. You might want to wipe off the grease.”
“New mission?” Noah asked.
“Undoubtedly. She didn’t say, but I don’t imagine this is a social call.” He turned and walked away, and Noah picked up a rag and started wiping the worst of the grease off his hands.
“Well,” Sarah said with a hint of resignation, “I guess nothing lasts forever. It’s been a nice month, though.” She stood on tiptoes to kiss his cheek, then turned and headed out of the garage and toward the big manor house.
Noah closed the hood on the car and followed her. He’d been expecting another mission any time, so this wasn’t that big a surprise. He went up the stairs to his room and into the bath, washed his hands and face quickly and then made his way to the room they had set up as a videoconferencing center.
Neil, Jenny and Sarah were already there, and Marco and Renée came in a moment after Noah. Noah took the chair beside Sarah and she handed him a bottle of water.
“Still got a couple of minutes,” Neil said. “I got the system on, so as soon as the signal comes through, we’ll be connected.”
“But we don’t know what’s going on yet?” Marco asked.
“Your guess is as good as mine,” Neil said, “and I’m guessing our vacation is over. It’s only about two o’clock in the morning over there, and she’s calling a conference? Sounds to me like it’s time to go back to work.”
“Yeah,” Jenny said, “but where? I’m starting to think they ought to buy us a jet. You’re a pilot, right, Noah?”
“Not quite,” Noah said. “I could get my light license, I think, but it would be a while before I could qualify for a jet rating. Besides, it’s not that hard to get a charter when we need it.”
“That’s true, I guess,” Marco said. “There’s enough charters in London that we could have one waiting for us by the time we got to the airport.”
The big screen on the wall suddenly flashed, and the computer it was connected to chimed.
“Okay, here comes the call,” Neil said. He tapped on the keyboard for a moment, and the screen lit up with the face of Allison Peterson, the director of E & E. “Hi, boss,” Neil said. “We’re all here.”
Allison nodded on the screen. “So I see,” she said. She motioned to someone offscreen, and then scooted over on the couch to let Donald Jefferson and Molly Hansen sit down beside her. “And so are we. Everything scrambled?”
“Like a great big omelette,” Neil replied. “I take it there’s a mission?”
Allison nodded again. “There is. You had a month to relax, but I got a sanction request a few days ago that I believe is going to require your particular talents. You’ll be coming home for this one, because it’s a domestic mission within the U.S.A. I’m going to let Donald explain what it’s about, but then Molly has a few things to say as well.”
She glanced to her right and Donald Jefferson looked into the camera. “Camelot, the situation is grave, but somewhat delicate at the same time. The actual request came from the CIA, who have identified a human trafficking organization that seems to be operating out of the Galveston area. This case is particularly heinous, because the vast majority of what they do involves harvesting and selling human organs on the black market. Working with the CIA on this case, the FBI has identified more than two hundred missing persons whose organs have turned up in connection with this investigation.”
“Oh, my God,” Sarah said. “What you’re saying is that they are murdering healthy people just to sell their organs? Is that right?”
“Not just killing them, Sarah,” Donald said. “In many cases, the organs are coming from children, teenagers and young adults who disappear without warning. This organization is kidnapping people, and literally working through the dark web to post a catalog of available organs and other body parts. What makes the case particularly gruesome is the fact that the victims are probably being kept alive until such time as an organ removal causes them to die.”
“Good Lord, I’m not even that vicious,” Jenny said. “How long are they keeping them alive?”
“Well, we know that they post relevant information on the dark web regarding transplant compatibilities of all their victims. Somebody can purchase the entire person, or they can order a single organ, such as a kidney, and it will be removed from the victim immediately after the order is received. The same applies to a single cornea or lung, but the victim will be kept alive until the other cornea, kidney or lung is sold. At that point, the heart, liver, etc. will be announced as available for immediate sales.”
“Then they need to be stopped,” Noah said. “What about intelligence? Do we know who is behind this?”
“The CIA picked up one name, a surgeon from Galveston named Barry Linden. Bear in mind that we do not know for certain that he is involved, but there’s no doubt that the organs are originating from the Galveston area. The FBI has determined that there is some sort of network that is collecting victims from all around the country and transporting them to the Galveston region. We have no idea where they’re being kept, and current estimates say there could be as many as a hundred victims currently being held in captivity.” He reached forward and picked up a glass of water, took a drink from it and set it down again. “Your mission in this case is threefold. First, you must identify as many of the participants in the organization as possible before taking any action. Second, we need to find the location where the victims are held. Third, and this must happen before the victims are rescued, the participants must be eliminated. The president himself has endorsed this request, and he wants the elimination to be as obvious and horrendous as you can possibly make it. The idea is to send a message to those participants outside the country that the United States is not going to allow them to harvest our citizens.”
“I've got a question,” Neil said. “If they have a lead on this doctor, why isn’t the FBI handling this as an investigation? Why send us in?”
“That's a valid question,” Jefferson said, “but the answer isn’t quite that simple. The FBI has been unable to find any concrete leads of any kind, and it was the CIA who identified Doctor Linden. They’ve had him under surveillance for the last few weeks, but haven’t been able to see any confirmed activity. It’s possible his name was only a smokescreen, so you could be going into this blind.”
“I still work on the theory that where there’s smoke, there’s fire,” Noah said. “Just to have his name come up in CIA chatter indicates that he’s involved somewhere, even if he’s doing it under duress or possibly even unaware of the entire situation. We’ll start with him when we get there and go from there. Neil can work on the dark web angle; if nothing else, we can put in an order to buy a whole person and let him try to trace it down. If he can’t, then we can go after them when we pick up the delivery.”
Neil was shaking his head. “Okay, hold on, let me make sure I understand what’s going on here,” he said. “We need to go to Galveston and let Noah and Marco and Jenny work on Doctor Linden while I pretend to be some pervert who wants to buy a human pet. Again I ask, why can’t the FBI do that crap?”
Allison leaned toward the camera. “As Donald just told you, the FBI has been working on it. Unfortunately, Doctor Linden is either completely innocent or a lot smarter than the agents who have been following him. On at least five separate occasions over the last few weeks, they have lost him completely for more than twenty-four hours. We presume this is because he’s cautious enough to be certain he’s not being followed whenever he involves himself in the organization’s activities, but it could be, and I stress that it could be, that he’s just the kind of guy who likes to disappear now and then. Should that be the case, it’s not necessarily a reason to blow his freaking head off. We need to be absolutely certain of the targets, and I have reached the point where I would prefer to trust the judgment of Team Camelot over the judgment of any other governmental agency. Now, does that answer your question well enough, Neil?”
Neil scowled, but refrained from making any further comments. Allison turned back to Jefferson and he went on.
“As I said, the president wants to make sure we send a message,” he said. “While it’s highly likely the top people in this organization are outside the United States, they seem to be considering our citizens as their prime prey. We want to make sure they understand that their hunting license is revoked, and any further attempt at poaching on our people will only result in even greater retaliation. To tell you just how important this is, you should know that the CIA and NSA are both working to identify other countries where this organization may be operating. If we can gather enough intelligence about the way they work, it’s always possible we can identify the leadership, in which case Team Camelot will almost certainly be sent in to eliminate them, as well.”
“I would think so,” Noah said. “In fact, I think we should modify this mission to include interrogation of participants. If we can identify the top leadership now, I believe we should do so.”
Allison grinned at him. “I agree, which is why Molly is sitting here. Molly?”
Molly Hansen, Noah’s childhood friend who had grown up to be part of one of the most renowned think tanks in America before joining E & E, looked directly into the camera.
“Noah, I know you’ll be able to handle what I’m about to say, but the rest of your team might find some of it disturbing. With the help of some of the cyber-intelligence people at the NSA, we’ve had some limited success in tracking where some of the money goes, the money that buyers are paying for people and their organs. So far, we’ve identified three possible targets, wealthy individuals who have received portions of the money. Each of them is a high-ranking member of a wealthy family in Europe, which indicates that all three of these families may well be involved. If they can be confirmed that they are aware of what this organization is doing, that they are willing and active participants in the leadership of the organization, it is highly likely that you will be tasked with eliminating all of them.”
Sarah looked directly into the camera, trying to meet Molly’s eyes. “Are you saying we might have to kill the entire families? But, what if the rest of the family doesn’t know anything about it? I thought one of our rules was that we do our best never to kill innocent people?”
Molly nodded. “That’s very true,” she said. “The problem is that it may be impossible to determine exactly which family members are involved. Should that be the case, because this is such a horrendous series of crimes against humanity, we have to take the position that any collateral damage is justified. If any of them who are involved were to escape, they would simply increase their security to protect themselves and continue doing whatever it is they do.”
She paused for a moment, as if carefully considering her next words. “There’s more, I’m afraid. These families are also some of the biggest movers and shakers in the world’s economy. We had to consider the fact that simply eliminating them will do less damage to the global economy and financial stability than if the criminal activities they involve themselves in could be revealed and proven, which would probably turn out to be impossible. These people have layers of protection and security around them that reach the highest levels of many governments, possibly even including our own. While many of them have been shown to be involved in horrendous crimes in the past, not one has ever been successfully prosecuted. If there is no hope of putting them in prisons, then we need to simply remove them and let the economic and financial chips fall where they may.”
Jefferson had remained quiet while Molly held the floor, but then he nodded. “I want to clarify that just a bit,” he said. “If it turns out that these families are involved, we run the risk that eliminating them could result in a global financial disaster. They control so many money markets and financial institutions that their sudden loss could destabilize a number of countries’ monetary systems. Our president has determined, and we concur, that the risk of such destabilization is justified in order to bring this type of operation on such a monstrous scale to an end.”
Noah nodded his head. “I would have to agree,” he said. “People who will profit from such things do not deserve the benefits of life.”
“Very good,” Allison said. “Make whatever arrangements you need to, but we need you back here by tomorrow, so I’ve already reserved a Gulfstream G650 at Heathrow. Noah, you can be thinking about how you plan to handle the situation, and what you might need from R&D. Neil, Molly will have a lot of information for you regarding the organization’s presence on the dark web when you arrive. Any questions?”
Jenny held up her hand. “I have one,” she said. “Can we get our own private jet?”
Allison looked sternly at her, but then her face softened slightly. “While it may seem like a good idea, I don’t know that it’s feasible. We have several jets in our own fleet, and we simply assign one to you as needed, or else we use charter services when we need to move you in a hurry. I’ll think about it, however. You are my star team, after all.”
Jenny looked around the room and grinned, quietly clapping her hands together. Sarah and Renée rolled their eyes while Neil and Marco only chuckled.
“You'll want to go by the armory when you get here,” Allison said, “and pick up any weapons you might want to take along, and I've already told Wally to be expecting you. You'll be driving from here to Galveston, so you’ll pick up your vehicles at R&D as well. Anything else?”
“I think that covers it,” Noah said. “You might tell Wally to get the Charger ready for me. I don’t think we need to do much to get ready to go, other than pack, so we’ll be on the way to the airport within the next couple of hours.”
“Excellent,” Allison said. “Then we’ll see you later today sometime. Donuts and coffee will be waiting when you get here.”
The screen went dark and Neil shut down the system. He turned in his chair and looked at Noah. “So,” he said. “You want to leave within the next two hours?”
Noah nodded. “Yes. The sooner we get there and get set up, the sooner we get on the mission, and the sooner we have a chance of rescuing victims. I understand that the primary mission objective is the elimination of the participants, but I want you all to understand that, as far as I’m concerned, our first job is to find where the victims are being held and save as many of them as we possibly can.”
“Hear, hear,” Marco said. “You heard what she said, kids and young people. These people deserve everything we can possibly do to them.”
Jenny giggled. “And that’s me,” she said. “Right, Noah? You’ll let me do my thing again, right?”
Noah looked at her, and it almost looked like the corner of his mouth was twitching upward. “Jenny,” he said. “I’m counting on it.”
* * * * *
Noah sent Sarah to begin packing their clothes while he went to find Thomas, the butler who maintained control over Feeney Manor when they were gone. The man was downstairs in the Great Hall, and looked up with a smile when Noah entered the room.
“Good day, Mr. Lightner,” he said. “I believe I heard your little automobile running not long ago?”
Noah smiled at him. “Yeah, finally got the engine together,” he said. “She’s purring like a kitten. When I get back, I’m going to start on the suspension, then I can get to work on the body restoration.”
“When you return? I take it you will be leaving us for a time, then?”
“Yeah, I’m afraid so. Business calls, and all that. We have to go back to the States and handle some business matters, make a few appearances here and there. You know how it goes.”
Thomas gave him a knowing smile. “Indeed, sir. While I regret the necessity of your departure, I feel comfortable that you will be doing your part to make the world a better place while you are gone.”
Noah grinned back. “Just business as usual, Thomas,” he said.
“Indeed, sir.” The smile remained on his face, and Noah didn’t bother to respond any further. The butler had been watching the television during their most recent adventure, and had let Noah know that he had seen him on the screen as he was helping to protect the queen and stopping a terrorist from spewing poison across most of London. While they had not discussed it openly, Noah realized that Thomas was fully aware that his employer was far more than just the dot-com entrepreneur he claimed to be.
It was almost ten a.m., less than an hour after they had spoken with Allison, that they finally climbed into the van Noah had purchased almost a month earlier. It was a Chrysler Town and Country, and Noah had decided to get one because it was a nuisance to travel into London together in separate vehicles. Since they often went into the city, he had decided that a vehicle big enough for all of them was a necessity.
It also allowed plenty of room for their luggage, which Marco, Neil and Noah hauled down and loaded up. Neil ran back inside to get his laptop and a few personal items and then they were in the van and on the road.
The drive to Heathrow airport took about an hour, and Noah put the van into the long-term parking lot. They gathered their luggage and headed toward the charter gate, where they found the pilot and crew of the Gulfstream waiting at an outdoor table.
“I believe you’re waiting for us,” Noah said. “Direct flight to Kirtland, Colorado?”
“Oy, guv,” said the pilot, getting to his feet with a smile. “’S right, then. Charles Grosvenor, senior pilot.” He held out his hand, and Noah shook it. “Peter Appleby, my copilot, and this is Stacy Warren, our flight attendant.”
They all shook hands with the man and woman the pilot had indicated, and then the pilot and copilot took the luggage from the ladies and carried it to the plane. They all climbed aboard and chose their seats. The plane had seats for two on one side and one on the other, allowing the six of them to sit facing each other. Noah and Sarah took one of the pairs and Marco and Renée got the other, leaving Neil and Jenny to sit in the single seats.
The flight would take just short of seven hours, putting them into the Kirtland Airport at just before seven p.m. London time, but that would make it almost noon in Denver. Noah took out his phone to call Allison and let her know, so that transportation could be waiting for them when they got there.
“Brigadoon Investments,” answered the receptionist. “How may I direct your call?”
“Allison, please,” Noah said. “Noah Wolf calling.”
The hold music lasted less than five seconds.
“Camelot, report.”
“We’ve just boarded the plane, and will be in around noon, your time. Can you have someone there to pick us up?”
“Absolutely. I’ll get on that right now, and I’m looking forward to seeing you kids. This is a terrible mission I’m sending you on, but it’s one that has to be handled by the best.”
“All in a day’s work,” Noah said. “We’ll see you tomorrow.”
He hung up the phone and put it into his pocket as the engines came to life. Stacy, the flight attendant, asked them all to fasten their seat belts, then took her own seat just outside the cockpit and applied her own. The plane began to move, rolling forward as it turned to the left and headed toward the runway.
“Ready in the back,” came the captain’s voice over the intercom. “We are next up for takeoff, so everybody get comfy and hang on.”
The plane turned onto the runway and the pilot stood on the brakes while he shoved the throttle forward. They could all feel the plane straining to go, and then he released the brakes suddenly. The big aircraft shot forward and Noah looked out the window at the runway markers, watching them move faster and faster past his field of vision.
The plane leapt into the air, and they were on the way back to Neverland.
A few minutes after takeoff, when the plane was not climbing at such an angle that it was impossible to stand, Stacy got to her feet and approached them. They had left the manor before lunch time, so she quickly went through the choices for the in-flight meal before going to the galley to prepare them. In less than twenty minutes, they each had a tray set before them.
Afterward, with the tables stowed away once again, all of them leaned their seats back to relax. They all chose to watch a movie, then relax even more to try to get some rest. The gentle vibration and smooth motion of the aircraft lulled them to sleep within a short time.
The flight lasted almost ten hours. They were all able to get a decent amount of sleep, even though each of them woke at least once. None of them could be sure when they would get the opportunity to really rest again, so they took advantage of it while they could.
Noah woke again when the plane began its descent some hours later, and returning his seat to the upright position woke Sarah. They talked softly, but it was only a few minutes before the rest of the team was awake. They all took the opportunity to use the plane’s lavatory before the aircraft went into final approach and they had to buckle into their seats again.
Thirty minutes later, the plane touched down on the Kirtland runway and they prepared to debark as it taxied toward the small terminal. The copilot was the first out of the airplane, opening the luggage compartment to help them get their bags. As Noah and the others came down the steps, a blue Ford van came through the gate and pulled up beside them. On the side, big letters proclaimed “Brigadoon Investments Courtesy Vehicle.”
Team Camelot had returned to Neverland.




TWO

“Hey, Noah,” they heard, and they all turned toward the van. Glenn Howard, a former United States Marshal who now worked for Allison as her personal security, was climbing out of the driver’s seat of the van. Almost a year earlier, Howard had been required to arrest Allison on bogus charges and had worked with others to help her get back into her position. As a reward, Allison offered him a better job and he took it.
“Hello, Glenn,” Noah said. “You got the duty to come pick us up?”
“Hey, I volunteered,” Howard said with a grin. “This place just isn’t the same when you’re not around. I wanted to see you all again.”
He opened the back end of the van and helped them all with their luggage, and then they climbed inside. Howard got behind the wheel and put the van in gear, then glanced over his shoulder at Noah.
“Allison said there’s a slight change in plans,” he said. “She figured you guys might be hungry for lunch, so she made arrangements for a private dining room at Charley’s. You can leave your gear in the van and I’ll drive you all wherever you want to go after breakfast and your briefing.”
“That sounds fine,” Noah said. “I think we could all use something to eat.”
“I can,” Neil said. “Steak sandwich, here I come!”
It took about twenty minutes to get into downtown Kirtland, where Charley’s Restaurant sat on the corner of Washington and Fifth Streets. Howard pulled the van into the parking lot, then followed them all inside. As Allison’s personal bodyguard, his security clearance was high enough to allow him to be present during the briefing, so he showed them directly into the private dining room she had arranged.
Allison, Donald Jefferson, Molly and Doctor Parker were already seated at the big table. Jefferson and Parker got to their feet as Sarah, Jenny and Renée were seated, and then all of the men sat down together. Carafes of coffee stood in front of each of them, and they all reached out to pour some for themselves.
“Good to see you,” Allison said, grinning at Noah. “Videoconferencing is fine for business, but every once in a while I really miss having you guys here. I take it the manor is as nice as ever?”
“Even nicer,” Sarah said. “You need to come and visit us over there again. I found some stores in London you would absolutely love.”
Allison chuckled. “I’ll put it on my calendar,” she said. She turned back to Noah. “Okay, I know it wouldn’t matter to you, but the rest of us probably want to eat before we start discussing the particulars of the mission. Take a look at the menus, and as soon as you’re ready to order, I’ll signal the waiter.”
Most of them picked up a menu, but Neil didn’t bother. They all looked them over for a moment, then set them down again. Allison tapped a button on a small device in front of her and a waiter appeared seconds later.
“Hi, everyone,” he said. “I’m Jonathan, your server today. Are you all ready to order?”
Jonathan scribbled furiously on the pad as he listened to what each of them wanted, then hurried out of the room.
“Okay, we’ve got about fifteen minutes or so before the food comes. Tell me about Merry Olde England. Everything going okay over there?”
“It seems to be,” Noah said. “Catherine Potts tells me that they still haven’t located the last remnants of Balakrishnan’s death powder, so MI6 is remaining on high alert where that’s concerned. Other than that, she says her superiors have accepted the fact that we will be staying over there from time to time.”
“Yes, I know,” Allison said, dryly. “She sent me a communiqué from her boss, Director Lambril, asking if he can call on you for nonlethal missions from time to time. I said no, because I couldn’t afford for you to be tied up on something for them when a mission like this comes up. Besides, I’m not sure Jenny could contain herself well enough to serve as a British secret agent. They’re always so stuffy, you know what I mean?”
“Ugh!” Jenny said. “Thank you, thank you. Catherine is okay, but the rest of those people all act like they’ve got corncobs stuffed up their butts.”
Allison snickered. “Wow, what a mental image. Anyway, don’t worry, I don’t loan you out unless it’s on a mission I have personally approved.” She looked at the newest member of the team. “How are you doing, Renée? Getting used to being part of the field team?”
“I guess so,” Renée said. “I haven’t really done much of anything, yet.”
“Enjoy it,” Molly said quickly. “When it comes time for you to do something, that’s when the pressure will really be on. I’ve never been out in the field, but I’ve seen a lot of what Noah and the team go through. I personally thought it was a great idea to add you in, if for no other reason than to give the team somebody who can serve as a communications overwatch.”
“I agree,” Allison said. “Don’t worry about it, Renée, you’ll know what to do when you need to do it.”
They talked for a few more minutes, then Jonathan came in with a cart loaded down with their food. He took a moment to pass it all out and then left them.
Lunch at Charley’s was always good, and they all admitted that they had been missing it from time to time. It didn’t take long for them to finish eating, and then Allison signaled Jonathan to come and clear the dishes. When he was gone, she looked at Jefferson.
“Donald?”
Jefferson cleared his throat. “Just a quick recap,” he said. “You’ll be going to Galveston, Texas to identify and eliminate the operators of a human trafficking organization that is selling human organs on the black market, as well as human slaves. Each of you has been assigned an identity that is compatible with this mission, and we need to get you into place as soon as possible. It’s Friday morning right now, and we would like the mission to begin in earnest by Monday.”
Jefferson reached down beside his chair and picked up a satchel. He reached inside and withdrew six large envelopes, which he passed out to all of the team members. In each one were wallets, jewelry and cell phones.
“When you get the chance,” Jefferson said, “turn on the cell phones and look in the secure documents folder on each of them. Inside that folder, you’ll find specific information for each of you regarding this mission. That will save a little time on the briefing, and there are relevant bits of information for each one of you. The password for each of them matches the last five digits of your E & E ID number. Go ahead and review your identities now.”
They all took a moment to look at their IDs and poke through the wallets and such to learn more about who they were supposed to be for the mission.
Noah’s new identity was Robert Townsend, who was an organ transportation specialist originally from Sacramento, California. The wallet he’d been given contained a driver's license, several credit cards and a few hundred dollars in cash, along with several photos. Some of them showed Noah with Sarah, even though he was fairly certain they had never posed for them. It also contained quite a bit of typical wallet trash, such as business cards, scribbled notes, receipts and other things.
There was also a key ring in each package with a couple of keys on them. Noah held his up and looked at Allison questioningly. “Keys?”
“Yes,” Allison said. “We already made arrangements for your living quarters. You’ll all be staying at the Seawall Apartments, so you’ll be right on the beach. A couple of the victims have disappeared off that beach, so it seemed like a good place to start. And incidentally, Noah, you will be working at the Galveston University medical center. You start there Monday morning, and hopefully it will let you get close to Doctor Linden.”
“That should work fine,” Noah said.
“We hope so,” Allison said. “And there’s something else. Donald?”
“Noah, as always, we’ve done a lot of work on your cover identity. It goes all the way back to childhood, and you will find all the information about where you grew up, where you went to school, all those things in the documentation. However, we added something that might make you a little more valuable to our targets. First, we made you an organ transportation specialist at the Galveston University Medical Branch, which means that you will be replacing the man who had the job previously. While we believe he was involved, there is no evidence to support that belief at this time. In order to clear the way for you, he was arrested a few days ago on drug charges and will be denied bail for the duration of this investigation.”
“All right,” Noah said. “So he’s out of the way?”
“Yes. Now, in order to do this job, you need to have the skills and knowledge to arrange safe transportation of human organs, and all the information you need has been provided. It’s not really that difficult a job, so you should be able to pull it off with no problem. However, we are hoping that the organization will recruit you into their illegal operation. Toward that end, we added something that we believe will make them think you are exactly the man they need. According to your complete background, you were charged with murder two years ago. According to the detectives who investigated, you deliberately cut the throat of a man who was stalking your wife, and there was no doubt of your guilt. However, the case was thrown out on a technicality, being that the only evidence against you was the murder weapon and it was found during a warrantless search. As such, it was inadmissible as evidence and there was nothing else they could use against you. Inadmissibility was revealed during the final day of your trial, and the judge had no choice but to direct the jury to return a verdict of not guilty.”
“So they’ll see me as a killer,” Noah said. “I can see where that might be attractive to them. If I’m willing to commit murder, I’m probably also willing to look the other way when it happens.”
“Exactly. When it comes out, be sure to act smug about it. You got away with murder, and you’re sort of proud of that fact.”
Sarah had sat quietly during all this, but she grinned when she glanced at his ID and then showed him her own. She was Marsha Townsend, his wife. That was usually the case since they had actually gotten married, and Allison had once told her it was because she couldn’t stand to see Sarah pouting. There were no indications of a business affiliation, so she was apparently a housewife.
Marco's new name was James Coolidge, and Renée was his wife Diana. James was a paramedic, which fit with training Marco once had. He and his wife were from Louisiana, which also fit. Marco, though he usually suppressed it, was capable of the thick Cajun accent he had grown up with.
Neil’s IDs said Brett Wilson, and he was listed as a commercial computer security consultant. He glanced over to see what Jenny’s ID had to say, then frowned.
“Hey, why aren’t we married?” he asked. Jenny’s ID listed her as Jennifer West, and she was apparently a college student. “Everybody in England thinks we’re married.”
Jefferson grinned at him. “That’s because Jenny is going to be out there as bait,” he said. “Several of the female victims have been of her general physical type, and we’ve added in details to her identity that are more likely to make her attractive as a possible victim. She is an orphan with no living relatives, and something of an introvert. You know what I mean, the kind of person who is unlikely to be missed if she happens to go missing.”
Noah looked at Jefferson. “All right,” he said. “What’s the rest of the briefing?”
“You already know the basics,” Jefferson replied. “The most important thing for you to remember is that there is a strong possibility that a number of these victims are alive and could possibly be saved. If you can learn anything about where they might be, we can put the FBI on standby to rescue them once you have taken out the organizational participants. Eliminating them has to be the mission priority, or this problem is only going to continue and get even worse.”
“I'll do all I can,” Noah said. “I take it the information about this doctor is in the documents in the phone?”
“Everything we know,” Molly said. “And I mean that literally. His background, references for medical school, everything. What makes this so strange is that the guy has never even had a parking ticket. He volunteers his time as a surgeon for children who need surgery but don’t have insurance, he spends two weeks every year in one of the poorer countries volunteering with Doctors Without Borders, the guy almost seems like a saint.”
Noah nodded. “I’ll get as close to him as I can,” he said, “and see if he has a halo or not. Like I said before, I believe that when you see smoke, there’s probably a fire somewhere. His name got connected to this somehow, and I want to know how.” He looked back at Allison. “Did you mention the Charger to Wally?”
Allison suddenly laughed. “Yes, I did,” she said. “He said it was waiting for you, but that they’ve added a new feature that you might like. I told him you would be out sometime this afternoon to pick it up, and he can’t wait to see you.”
Noah glanced around at the rest of the team, then turned back to Allison. “Then, unless there’s something else…”
“I think it’s all covered,” Allison said. “As Donald said, check the documents in the phones. Those will give you all the rest of the information you need, and that way you have it all with you.”
“Then, I think it’s time to head out. If we are driving to Galveston, I’d like to get started today. It isn’t that far, and we can be on the road and headed there by tonight.”
“I agree,” Allison said. “And, Noah? Best of luck on this one.”
Noah rose to his feet and the rest of the team followed. Howard, who had sat quietly through the entire exchange, got up with them and hurried out to the van. He retrieved it from the parking lot and was waiting at the front door of the restaurant when they came out.
“Where to, Noah?” Howard asked when they were all seated inside.
“R&D,” Noah replied. “I think we might as well pick up the vehicles we’ll be using.”
“And I want to see what the new feature is,” Sarah said, “on that big, beautiful Charger!”
Noah and the rest of them showed their IDs at the guard shack that stood at the entrance to the restricted area of the gigantic compound. While it looked a lot like a major industrial park, the restricted area was where the top-secret aspects of E & E could be found, and those not connected with the organization simply thought it was some sort of military complex. Howard drove them through the maze of steel and concrete buildings, headed toward the largest of them, at the center of the area.
The van pulled up in front of the R & D building and Noah told Howard to wait there. He and the rest of the team got out and entered the building, going directly to the front desk, which was manned by security officers. They had to produce their IDs again and the guard studied them intently for several seconds, comparing the photographs to the faces in front of him before giving them back and picking up a telephone.
“Mr. Lawson?” he said. “Sir, Team Camelot is here to see you.”
He pulled the phone away from his ear when Wally gave an excited shout, and then grinned as he replaced the handset. Wally Lawson could be heard running up the hallway, and then he burst into the foyer, saw Noah and broke into a big grin.
“Camelot!” Wally shouted, and then he reached out and grabbed Noah's hand, pumping it vigorously. “It's about damn time! We have certainly missed you around here, you’ve got to come see us more often.”
He threw his arms around Sarah and gave her a hug, grabbed Neil by his shoulders and shook him a bit, turned to Jenny and pulled her into a hug, then shook hands with Marco. He turned then to Renée, who had been working for him for quite some time, smiled broadly and then took her hands and kissed her on the cheek.
“We really miss you around here,” he said to her. “Is this big ape treating you right? I can fix him, if he’s not.”
Renée laughed with delight. “He treats me great, Wally. I miss you guys too, but I’ve never been happier in my life.”
“Well, that’s what’s important.” He turned to Noah. “Have I got some surprises for you!”
Noah's eyebrows rose slightly. “So I heard,” he said. “I’m curious about what’s new on the Charger, but we need some additional vehicles, as well.”
Wally's face lit up in a gigantic smile. “Oh, you are gonna love it! Come on, follow me!”
Wally took off down the hall without another word and they all fell in behind, hurrying a bit keep up with him.
“Now, before we get to the car,” Wally said, “Leo has been working on the subcom systems, and he wants to tell you about the latest upgrade.”
They followed him to the Clandestine Communications Lab, where they had originally gotten the subcoms. Leo was waiting when they entered and looked up at them with a smile.
“Hey, you guys,” he said. “When I heard you were coming, I wanted to get the chance to let you know about some new features we’ve added into the subcoms. Have they been working well for you?”
“They’ve been working wonders,” Noah said. “They saved lives at least a few times, already.”
“Well, this might help them accomplish that in the future, as well. You see, we got to thinking about the way they connect to Wi-Fi. That’s a great feature, but suppose your people are someplace where they can’t get the password. Every Wi-Fi router has a backdoor, digital access that allows certain devices to log on without a password at all. It’s mostly for repair technicians and such, but it can also be used by government law enforcement agencies and such, when they get a warrant to check your Internet activity. We found out how to use that logon and included it in the latest update to the subcom software. If you guys will go ahead and upgrade, your subcoms will be able to log on to the nearest Wi-Fi in the future, even if it is supposed to be secure. If you tell it to log on to Wi-Fi, it will grab the strongest Wi-Fi signal nearby and connect to it.”
Noah nodded. “And we can upgrade it right now?”
“Yep,” Leo said. “Just like before, just say ‘activate software upgrade,’ and the computers do the rest.”
All six of them whispered the command, and a moment later, the subcoms beeped to let them know the upgrade was complete. Leo smiled and shook their hands once again, and then it was time to go choose their vehicles.
Wally led them through the facility and out into a parking area behind the building. There were quite a few vehicles there of all types, shapes and sizes. It was surrounded by a chain-link fence with concertina wire on top, and a couple of security guards sat in a raised booth to watch over everything. Wally waved at them and they waved back.
He led them to a steel building that sat at the back of the lot, where he used a keypad to enter a combination. The overhead door rolled up and Wally waved them all inside.
“Ta-da!” Wally said. There in front of them was a black ’69 Dodge Charger convertible. With the exception of the soft, retractable top, it appeared to be almost identical to the Charger that Noah had used once before. The tinting on the windows was so dark that it was nearly impossible to see through them at all, and the blower and scoop sticking up through the hood had been painted in satin black, as well.
Noah stared at the car for a moment, then looked at Wally. “What happened to the one I used before?” he asked. “This one is a convertible.”
Wally giggled. “Oh, boy, is it ever,” he said. “It’s the same car, but Rodney has been making some changes and improvements. Making it a convertible was necessary to some of those new features we were telling you about.”
Noah walked up to the car and looked it over, then turned back to Wally. “The paint looks a little different. A bit shinier.”
Wally’s head bobbed up and down. “Yes, it’s been repainted. Do you remember about electroluminescence? The car that changed colors?”
Noah nodded and Sarah smiled. She had once driven a Chrysler with the special, electrical current-controlled paint that changed colors depending on the amperage applied to it.
“Well, my boy Rodney got together with Keisha, the one who developed that paint, and they came up with some improvements. Since the Charger is Rodney’s favorite of all the cars, he wanted it to be the first one to get the new system.” Wally walked to a door in the wall of the building, right next to the big overhead doors that led into the R&D garage, opened it and shouted inside, “Hey! Rodney! He’s here!”
Rodney came hurrying out a second later, jogging up to Noah with his hand out and a big smile on his face. Noah shook hands with him and Rodney said, “Oh, man, you are gonna love this!” He opened the door on the Charger and motioned for Noah to look inside. “Right there, on the center console. See the color bar? Black on this end, white on the other?”
Noah looked where he indicated and saw a narrow rectangle stretching across the console. It was made up of a strip of small blocks of different colors, running from black to gray to green and so forth, all the way down to white. “Just touch it anywhere, and you can slide your finger side to side until you get the color and shade you want.”
Noah touched the bar and the car quickly turned red. He stepped out and looked at the car and his eyebrows went up.
“The convertible top turned white,” he said, “and where did the pin striping come from?”
Sure enough, the soft top had turned from black to white, and the car suddenly had black pinstriping and a wide stripe across the back end that was marked “R/T.”
Wally giggled again. “Tell him, Rodney.”
Rodney grinned. “It’s a new feature,” he said. “Whenever the car is any color except black, pinstriping and trim in a complementary color appears, and it’s different for each main color. It adds another visual difference, so a witness who saw you doing something in the car five minutes ago won’t be able to say it’s the same vehicle, even if they got video. As for the top, it changes from black to white and back every time you alter the color of the car. Oh, and by the way, the top is made of Kevlar reinforced by nanotube fibers. It’s every bit as bulletproof as the rest of the car. Isn’t that awesome?”
“Guys,” Noah said solemnly, “I can honestly say I am amazed. But it still has all the original features, right? The guns, explosive rounds, all that stuff?”
“Oh, yes,” Rodney said. “Self driving capability, video recording, heads-up display and all that are still there, and we added in a satellite-based Wi-Fi system. All of our cars now have that, and not just for those of you with subcoms. Even people like us need to get on the Internet sometimes, no matter where we are.” He grinned. “The only other change to this car is one you may never actually use, but I want to show it to you anyway. Slide back behind the wheel, will you?”
Noah got back into the car and Rodney leaned in beside him. “Pull out the ashtray,” he said, and Noah did so. “Now, reach up inside above it. Feel that button up in there?”
“Yes, I found it.”
Rodney grinned again. “One of the neat things about this car is that, despite how powerful it is and all its goodies, it weighs less than a ton altogether. That’s primarily because of the aluminum engine block, along with an aluminum chassis and all the carbon fiber, Kevlar and polycarbonate. However, that made it possible for us to make one more serious modification. Push that button, then step out and look the car over again.”
Noah pushed the button and felt the car settle lower. He stepped out and took a couple steps away, then turned around and looked. The wheels had retracted almost completely into their fender wells and the bottom of the car seemed to be sitting on the concrete floor. He turned and looked at Rodney.
“You made it a low rider?”
Wally laughed out loud and Rodney chuckled. “Not exactly,” he said. “Go look at the back of the car.”
The rest of the team was standing there staring, but they followed Noah toward the back of the Charger. Noah spotted the major difference instantly, but the rest of them had to stare for a second.
Neil was the first to grasp what he was seeing. “What on Earth are those?” He pointed out a pair of pipes that were sticking out under the rear bumper, each of them with some sort of fin attached.
“Hydro-jets,” Rodney said. “We put a carbon fiber sheet over the entire undercarriage of the car, everywhere except over the wheel wells. When you push that button hidden in the ashtray, the wheels retract and the marine drive system deploys. The impeller for the hydro-jets is driven by a PTO from the transmission, so you just leave it in gear. They are connected to the steering, so they act as your rudders, as well, and they can push the car to over sixty miles per hour on the water.”
“Holy jumping…” Neil said. “An amphibious Charger?”
“Yes!” Wally said, still giggling his head off. “When Rodney told me what he had done, I got so excited I had to go test drive it myself. We took it out to Temple Lake at two o’clock in the morning, and it was awesome! You just drive into the water, then push the button. Absolutely incredible!” He rubbed his hands together, giggling again. “We even put the top down and did a little fishing.”
Sarah suddenly began to chuckle and Jenny looked at her. “What’s so funny?”
Sarah pointed at her husband. “That is the first time I have ever seen Noah completely speechless,” she said. “I’m going to mark this on a calendar, trust me.”
“Well,” Noah said. “Considering that we are headed for an island, it could actually come in handy. Is there anything else I need to know about the car?”
“No, everything else is the same,” Rodney said. “All the weapons are loaded, and the hard drive is clean and ready for whatever you want to do with it.”
“It’s all yours, Noah,” Wally said. “And just so you know, nobody but Rodney and I have driven it since you did. We don’t even show it to any of the other teams.”
Noah looked at him. “All right,” he said. “We need four more vehicles. Marco and Renée will need one, Jenny needs one, Neil needs one and I want one more for Sarah. What have you got for them?”
Sarah touched his arm. “Wait a minute,” she said. “Is the Chrysler I used before available? It changed colors, also, but it drove like a dream.”
“Oh, yes,” Rodney said. He pointed off to the right. “It’s right over there.”
Sarah looked where he pointed and smiled. The Chrysler was currently green, but that was because it would remain whatever color it was last when the engine was shut down. “There is my baby,” she said. “That’s the one I want.”
“Okay,” Noah said. “What about everybody else?”
“We’ve got just about anything they want,” Wally said. “Do they need anything special?”
“That depends,” Noah said. “What kind of special features are available on what kind of cars?”
Rodney furrowed his brow for a second, then grinned. “I think I know just the cars,” he said. He led them across the lot and pointed at a five-year-old Chevy SUV. “We call this one the tank,” he said. “It’s all wheel drive, a turbocharged V-8 with eight hundred horsepower, and it has the same guns as the Charger. It looks like something a suburban couple might drive, but it’s ready for just about anything.”
Noah looked at Marco. “What do you think?”
“Suits me,” he said. “And I wouldn’t mind playing with some of those toys.” He grinned.
“That’s fine, then,” Noah said. “What about Neil and Jenny?”
“I want something sporty,” Jenny said. “Got anything like that?”
Rodney led them past the Chevy and pointed again. “How about that?” he asked. “It’s  not one of the fastest things we’ve got, and it doesn’t have any weapons, but it’s about as sporty as you can get. Its only real advantage is in its suspension system; it was originally built for a mission that involved infiltrating a murder ring in San Francisco, so we built it to take corners at high speed and always land on its wheels during a jump.”
Jenny squealed with delight. The car he pointed out was a BMW Z3, a bright red two-seat convertible. “I’ll take it,” she said.
Neil rolled his eyes, but then he suddenly froze. “What about that one?” he asked. “For me, I mean?”
The car he was pointing out was a 1966 Pontiac GTO.
“That’s a beauty,” Rodney said. “We upgraded the drivetrain with a turbocharged LS3 Chevy engine that puts out over seven hundred horse, mated to a six speed automatic transmission that will let it get very close to two hundred miles per hour. It’s a classic, and bound to draw a lot of attention. That’s the only drawback to driving a car like that, everybody is watching it.”
Neil shrugged. “Like I care,” he said. “I’m supposed to be some kind of super computer consultant, anyway. Who would be surprised if I had an expensive car?”
Noah nodded. “That’ll work,” he said. He turned to Wally. “One other thing,” he said. “I want one of the explosive printers.”
“Not a problem,” Wally said. “If you want to bring the cars around front, I’ll have one brought out for you.”
“You heard the man,” Noah said. “Everybody mount up, let’s go.”
Rodney opened the gate and watched as all five vehicles were driven out with Noah in the lead. They went around the front of the building and gathered their luggage from Howard in the van, and then a couple of technicians came out with a big 3D printer on a cart. Wally was right behind them.
“I had them throw in some extra supplies,” Wally said. “You might not need them, but it’s better to have them.”
Noah nodded. “I appreciate it,” he said. He shook Wally’s hand and they got the printer loaded into the back of the SUV. As soon as that was done, Noah got into the Charger and they headed toward the armory. An hour later, after selecting a number of weapons to carry with them, they finally hit the highway that led to the interstate.
As soon as they were rolling, Noah said, “Activate all.” He waited a couple of seconds, then said, “Noah to everyone, I’ve got the subcoms on. We should all be close enough to stay in communication, so everybody speak up to stop for anything.”
“Roger that,” Marco said.
Neil followed with, “You got it.”
Jenny said, “No problem, I will.”
Sarah waited till everyone else answered, then said, “I’m right behind you, Noah, no worries.”
Their convoy rolled toward whatever the future might hold.




THREE

The subcoms were subdermal communication devices, and each of the team had one embedded against their skulls, right next to the auditory canal of their right ears. They were powered directly by the electrochemical processes of the human body and operated on frequencies similar to what was used for Wi-Fi systems. It allowed the team members to stay in constant contact, even across great distance, if the subcoms were connected on each end to Wi-Fi signals.
The team cruised down the highway with Noah in the lead and Sarah right behind him, chatting about everything from the mission to inconsequential thoughts and ideas. Neil was next in the GTO with Jenny right behind him, while Marco drove the SUV with Renée as his passenger, bringing up the rear.
“Okay,” Noah said to everyone, “the drive to Galveston is gonna take almost twenty hours, when we add in stops for gas and eating, so I’m planning to spend the night in Oklahoma City. Everybody okay with that?”
“That sounds fine,” Neil said, “but don’t forget to stop for dinner somewhere. I know we just had lunch a couple hours ago, but I’m getting hungry already.”
“You’re always hungry,” Marco said. “I’ve never seen anybody who can eat as much as you can.”
“Oh, really?” Neil shot back. “I noticed you can keep up with me pretty well.”
They stopped for coffee in a little Kansas town called Colby, swinging through a fast food drive through and getting back on the road almost immediately, and stayed on the road after that until they reached their stopping point. They were all ready for a break by that time, so they found a restaurant and had a decent dinner, then got rooms at a Holiday Inn. After the flight from England and the long drive, they were all tired. They went to their rooms and went to bed, and Noah suggested they should meet in the continental breakfast room at eight in the morning.
“As soon as we get some breakfast,” he said, “I want to get back on the road. I’d like to get down there and settle in to our apartments this evening. I’d like a day to relax before I have to report to work the day after tomorrow.”
They rolled in to Galveston at five o’clock on Saturday afternoon and had no trouble finding their apartments. They were quite nice, and all of them were furnished even down to linens, dishes in the cabinets and everything.
“Somebody came in and set them all up for us,” Jenny said through the subcoms. “Holy crap, they even stocked up the groceries. Ooh, my favorite cereals!”
They all heard Sarah chuckle. “Jenny, they know just about everything about us. I’m pretty sure they would know what your favorite cereal might be.”
The apartment complex had two buildings, and the apartments they would occupy were all in the same one. Neil’s apartment was directly across from the one Noah and Sarah were using, and Marco and Renée were on the next floor up. Jenny’s apartment was next door to theirs. Fortunately, that would make sure they were close enough to each other to allow the subcoms to work without having to log onto Wi-Fi.
“This gives us a good base of operations,” Noah said. “Tomorrow is Sunday, so we could rest up a little bit. Jenny, you should probably hang out on the beach a bit tomorrow. Neil, I want you to get your computers and the printer all set up at your place tomorrow, so Marco and Renée will be down on the beach, as well. Marco, keep a close eye on Jenny. Try to spot anyone who might seem to be scouting potential victims on the beach.”
“Hey,” Neil said, “I can have everything set up in the next hour here. Can I go to the beach tomorrow, too?”
“That sounds okay. Everybody just relax for now and get settled in, because the mission really begins Monday morning.”
“Okay, can we shut the subcoms off for tonight, then?” Marco asked. “My wife and I would like a little bit of privacy, if that’s okay.”
“No problem,” Noah said. “Just remember to turn them back on in the morning.”
They all said goodnight and Sarah went to the kitchen of their apartment to start something for dinner. Noah sat down in the living room and turned on the television, flipping through channels to look for something worth watching. He found the Netflix app and chose a movie that he thought they might both enjoy, then went into the kitchen to see what Sarah was doing.
“What's for dinner?” he asked, coming up behind her quietly and putting his arms around her.
Sarah grinned and snuggled into his arms. “Pizza,” she said. “There were several in the freezer, and it was quick and easy. I’ll make something more serious tomorrow night.”
Noah nodded, then leaned down and kissed the top of her head. “Pizza sounds just fine,” he said. “I found a movie I think you might like. As soon as the pizzas are ready, we can go sit down and eat while we watch it.”
“Okay, babe,” she said. “There’s beer and soft drinks in the fridge.”
Noah let go of her and went to the refrigerator, took out a bottle of beer and twisted off the lid. “You want one?” he asked.
“You know what?” Sarah said with a grin. “A beer actually sounds pretty good right now.”
Noah reached into the fridge again and took out another bottle, twisted off the cap and handed it to her. She tilted it back and took a long pull, then let out a sigh. “Oh, that’s good.”
By the time the pizza came out of the oven, both of them had finished the beers. Sarah cut the pizza into slices and put it onto a tray while Noah grabbed two more bottles of beer and then they both went back to the living room. They sat on the sofa and Noah started the movie.
For the next couple of hours, the two of them were lost in the science fiction universe that played out on the screen before them. Between the epic space battles and the efforts of a few rebels to undermine the authority of the evil Galactic Empire, they were able to relax and put reality aside for a while.
When it was over, Sarah cleaned up while Noah went to get his shower. It was only eight thirty, but they both decided they were tired enough to call it a day. Noah wasn’t surprised when Sarah came into the bathroom and slid the shower door aside, stepping in with him.
“Turn around and let me wash your back,” she said. “Then you can do mine.”
They slept until nine the next morning and were awakened by someone knocking on the door. Noah rolled out of bed and pulled on his pants, then went to the door and looked through the peephole. Neil was standing there, so he opened the door and let the tall, skinny young man come inside.
“Good morning,” Noah said. “Everything okay?”
“Sure, why not?” Neil said. “My girlfriend gets to go down the beach and play bait, today, and I’m supposed to hang out in my apartment and do nothing. What could possibly be wrong with that?”
Sarah came out of the bedroom in a bathrobe. “Neil, that’s not what Noah said,” she replied. “He already told you you can go to the beach with her. What’s got you all upset this morning?”
Neil sat down on the sofa. “I don’t know,” he said. “It’s just—Jenny and I have been together constantly now for the last couple months, and I don’t like the idea of her being down there trying to get the attention of people like this. I know, I know, she’s probably just as dangerous as you are, Noah, but she’s still my girlfriend, remember? I have a little trouble coping with her being bait.”
“She’s doing her job, Neil,” Noah said. “That’s what we do in this team, we do our jobs. Are you trying to tell me you’re not going to be able to do yours?”
“No, and don’t put words in my mouth. I just—and I guess I just needed to come over and vent a little bit. You know, you’re the guy I always go to when I need to let off steam.” He gave a slightly sarcastic laugh. “That’s probably because you’re the only one who can listen to it without getting mad at me.”
“Neil, she’ll be okay,” Sarah said. “Realistically, trying to kidnap her would probably be the biggest mistake these people ever made. I’m pretty sure that’s why they gave her this particular assignment, you know?”
“I know, I know. Like I said, this is really just about me needing to be the man, I guess.”
“I understand that,” Noah said. “When is she heading down to the beach?”
“I don’t know. I don’t know she’s even out of bed yet. I didn’t want to wake her up, you know? I thought she should get as much rest as possible before she goes out looking for trouble.”
“Oh,” Sarah said, giving him the eye, “but you didn’t think anything about waking us up? Gee, how sweet of you.”
“Yeah, I’m sorry,” Neil said. “I just needed to talk to somebody, and you guys were it. I’ll go back home and leave you alone.”
“No, it’s too late for that, anyway,” Sarah said. “You might as well stay for breakfast. I will put the coffee on and get it started. We are all neighbors, so it shouldn’t surprise anybody if we know each other.”
The two men followed her into the kitchen, and a few minutes later, they were drinking coffee at the table while she was scrambling eggs in a bowl.
“So, anyway,” Neil said, “I went through my mission files. They got me scheduled to visit the university medical center on Tuesday to start going through the computer system there. I’m supposed to be a computer security consultant, but the idea is for me to look for any kind of emails or other communications that might involve the black market organ business.”
“Yes,” Noah said. “Marco will start as a paramedic with the local fire department tomorrow, as well. There have been a couple of people who disappeared after being carried to the university emergency room by ambulance, so the idea is to look for a connection there, as well.”
“Yeah, but we already know they aren’t just hunting around here. You know, if you look at all the actual, genuine people who go missing each year in the United States, you’re talking about seven hundred to a thousand or more that vanish without a trace. The vast majority of people turn up alive, much smaller percentage were found dead, but I think the average of people who disappear without a trace is like two or three a day. If we assume these people are responsible for at least some of those, then they find victims all over the country.”
“Yes, we know that,” Noah said. “Only a few have actually been connected directly to the Galveston area, but this seems to be where the organs are shipped from. There have been several intercepted in different countries, and the people caught transporting them all left Galveston shortly before. It’s the only thing they all have in common, so it makes sense that this is where the organs are coming from.”
“But none of the people they’ve caught know anything about who’s behind it, right?” Neil asked. “That makes it very difficult to know where to look. The only name they’ve come up with is this Doctor Linden, but nobody knows for sure if he’s really involved or not.”
“That’s what I’m going to try to find out,” Noah said. “I’ve been given a lot of information regarding how organs can be transported safely, keeping them basically alive and viable until they get where they’re going and can be implanted into a recipient. I think the idea is to try to infiltrate the organization. They certainly need someone with those skills, and there are only a couple of people connected with the university that would have them. There’s a fair possibility I might be approached.”
They continued talking while Sarah made breakfast, and then the three of them sat down to eat. They had just finished when Jenny’s voice suddenly came through all of the subcoms.
“Hey,” she said. “Everybody awake?”
“I’m here,” Neil said. “What are you doing?”
“I’m getting ready to head down to the beach,” she replied. “Have you looked outside? It is an absolutely beautiful day. I love it in England, but I am certainly going to enjoy getting some sun on the beach here. Are you coming?”
“You bet I am,” Neil said. “I’m over at Noah’s place, so give me a few minutes to get home and change. I’ll be ready in about fifteen minutes.”
“So will we,” Marco said suddenly. “Just finishing up breakfast, and then we’ll head down to the beach. See you there.”
“Okey-dokey,” Jenny said. “I’m going to go find me a spot before it gets too crowded down there.”
Neil was up and headed for the door, but Noah called him back. “Remember,” he said, “Jenny is supposed to be introverted and shy. Don’t sit too close to her, and don’t make it obvious that you’re watching over her.”
“Oh, it will be obvious,” Neil said. “You ever seen Jenny in a bikini? Every man within a hundred yards will be watching her. Nobody’s gonna pay any attention to me.” He hurried out the door, and Noah turned to Sarah.
“He’s right, you know,” Sarah said. “Nobody’s going to notice one more guy watching her.”
“I know that Jenny is supposed to be attractive,” he said, “but I don’t personally see it. The only woman I actually react to, in any sort of sense of attraction, is you.”
Sarah giggled. “Every man says that to his wife,” she said. “The only difference is, when you say it, you’re actually telling the truth.”
The rest of the day was uneventful. Noah and Sarah decided to go down to the beach for a while themselves, but deliberately chose a spot some distance away from where the others would be. They spent time playing in the surf and Noah rubbed lotion into Sarah so she wouldn’t burn, but they still only stayed a couple of hours.
Sarah put a roast in the oven and  asked about inviting the rest over for dinner. Noah looked at her for a moment before responding.
“I think that’s a good idea,” he said. “Being seen together shouldn’t have any disastrous effect on infiltrating this organization. I don’t think we need to keep any kind of distance between us.”
“You didn’t say anything when Neil came over this morning, but I wanted to ask before I said anything to them. It’s okay, then?”
“I think so,” Noah said. “We can use the fact that we all live in the same building if anybody ever asks how we became friends, and it might even help somewhere down the line to be able to be seen together.”
Noah busied himself looking through the documents related to his new job. It seemed to consist mostly of preparing paperwork to help confirm that the organs being delivered were definitely the ones that were requested, but it also involved arranging the transportation. There were special companies that dealt with that sort of work, and the paperwork had to be perfectly in order before they could take possession of an organ, and deliver it to the doctors waiting to perform the transplant. None of that was particularly difficult, and it took him less than two hours to feel confident that he could do it properly.
Everyone else showed up at six, and they all sat down to dinner. Noah looked around the table once they were seated.
“Everybody ready for tomorrow?” he asked.
Marco nodded. “I’m set,” he said. “I’m headed to work at the ambulance service, gotta be there at six a.m.”
“And I start classes tomorrow at nine,” Jenny added. “Poor Neil has to sit around his apartment all day and play computer games.”
“I won’t be playing games,” Neil said. “I’ll be watching every move you make. I’ve got your cell phone tracking set up, and I’ll be listening to you on subcom. And no flirting with the college boys!”
“All right, then,” Noah said. “I’ll be at the medical center, getting into my new job. It’s time to find the people behind this and get it shut down.”




FOUR

Sarah kissed him goodbye as he got ready the next morning. “I love you,” she said.
Noah felt the corners of his mouth twitch upward, and the sensation surprised him. “I love you, too,” he said.
Sarah giggled. “I love hearing you say that,” she said, “even if…”
“I love you, Sarah,” Noah said, cutting her off and holding her close. “I really do. I know it may not be exactly the same way you feel it, but I definitely do.”
“Okay.” Sarah sighed. “Say it again?”
“I love you, Marsha,” Noah said, slipping into their mission identities. “I’ll see you tonight, babe.”
The Charger was sitting where he had left it, although there were a couple of men standing close and staring at it. When Noah unlocked the door and opened it, one of them hurried over.
“Man,” the fellow said, “that’s got to be the most beautiful car I’ve ever seen. Is she fast?”
“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” Noah said, and he slid behind the wheel and shut the door. With the Robert Townsend documents in his wallet, Noah decided that being in character would mean driving under the speed limit. He pushed the car up to forty-five and cruised on his way to the university medical center.
Twenty minutes later, Noah parked the car in the employee parking lot of the medical center. He had to walk all the way around the building to get to the front door, where a sign directed him to the second floor for the personnel office.
He rode the elevator and found the office with no trouble. The receptionist asked him how she could help, and Noah handed over the documents he had been given for this purpose, along with his driver’s license.
“Oh, yes,” the receptionist said, “Mr. Townsend. Mr. Daniels is expecting you. Just have a seat for a moment, and he’ll be right out.”
Noah sat in one of the chairs in front of her counter and waited a moment before Nathan Daniels stepped out and walked up to him. Noah rose as Daniels extended a hand.
“Robert Townsend? I’m Nathan Daniels, I want to welcome you aboard. Your references and credentials were outstanding, and we are certainly delighted to have you coming to work with us.”
“Thanks,” Noah said, with a bit of humility in his voice. “I’m really glad to be here. It’s not often I get a chance to work with such a prestigious university.”
Daniels grinned. “Oh, be careful with your praise. We are not much different than anybody else, but we do like to do the best we can. Come on in and we’ll get all your paperwork ready so you can start work today.”
He turned and walked past the receptionist’s counter and Noah followed him into an office. Daniels shut the door and sat behind his desk, pointing to a chair in front of it. Noah took the seat he indicated and waited patiently while Daniels pulled out several different forms he would have to sign.
“Okay, then,” he said. “We got all the information regarding your tax status and such, but I need you to sign the forms. Also, I’ve got your insurance and benefits program, you’ll need to fill out dependents and beneficiaries and such.”
Noah nodded. “No problem,” he said. “I didn’t think insurance would start right away, though.”
Daniels looked him in the eye for a moment, his grin never leaving his face. “Like I said, we pride ourselves on doing the best we can,” he said. “There are an awful lot of opportunities available here at the university, and I’m not just talking about advancement. I don’t suppose you’d be open to some extra chances to make money, would you?”
Noah tried to look confused. “Who, me? Of course not, but I don’t know much of anything other than my own craft. Well, I’m a pretty fair mechanic, if you need somebody to tune your car up for you.”
“Uh-huh,” Daniels said with a grin. “Well, here’s the deal. We are always looking for people to teach seminars and special interest groups. You’re an organ transplant specialist, and there could be some interest in that. Would you be interested in teaching a short course?”
“Wow,” Noah said. “I’ve never given that any thought, it never occurred to me that the opportunity might arise. I really need to think about it.”
Daniels reached down beside his desk and picked up a urine sample cup and held it out. “No problem,” he said. “They did tell you about our mandatory drug testing policy, right?”
Noah took the cup and got up from the chair, stepped out of the office, and found the bathroom. A few moments later, he returned and set the cup on Daniels’s desk. It was nearly full.
Daniels glanced at it and then grinned at Noah. “Okay,” he said. “You’re all set. Follow me and I’ll take you down and introduce you to your supervisor.”
Noah followed him out of the office into the elevator and they rode up to the fourth floor. The organ security office, in charge of making sure any harvest organs were properly prepared for transport, was directly across from the elevator when they stepped out, and Daniels let him inside.
“Linda?” Daniels said to the woman sitting behind the desk. “This is your new prep tech, Robert Townsend. Robert, Linda Phillips.”
“Robert?” she said, standing and extending a hand. “It’s good to meet you, finally.”
Linda Phillips was about five foot six and athletically built. She was wearing a dark business suit that emphasized her red hair, which hung to her shoulders.
“Same here,” Noah said. “I’ve heard some great things about your department.”
Linda smiled at him. “Now, now,” she said. “There is no need for flattery around here. Follow me and I’ll show you to your office.”
As an organ transport specialist, Noah didn’t have to work with the organs directly. His job was to ensure that all the paperwork was properly prepared and that the shipping containers were properly labeled with the right identifiers and the blood type of the donor, so it was primarily a clerical position. Linda led him to an office that was lavishly appointed and pointed at the stack of file folders on the desk.
“Those are already in the pipeline,” she said, “so I’d appreciate if you would dive into those as soon as you can. All of those organs will be harvested today, and they have to be shipped out pretty soon.”
“I’ll get right on them,” Noah said. There had been a lot of information on how to do the job, as well as a couple of videos, in the hidden documents in his phone. He was pretty sure he could handle it without a problem.
“Well, well,” he heard, and he turned around to see a man dressed in an expensive suit enter the office. “This the new guy?”
Linda grinned and nodded. “This is him,” she said. “Robert Townsend, this is Harold Conley, the director of the transplant program here. He’s our boss.”
Noah turned and shook his hand. “Pleased to meet you, sir,” he said. “I’m looking forward to working here.”
“Well, your resume was pretty impressive. I’ll confess I can’t imagine what prompted you to leave California for Texas, though. Seems to me we might be just a bit too primitive for you folks.”
Noah grinned. “Let’s just say that I’m not quite as liberal as a lot of my neighbors,” he said. “My wife and I talked it over and decided we’d be happier in the Lone Star State.”
Conley broke into a smile of his own. “Now, that’s the best answer I could’ve imagined. I got a feeling you’re going to fit right in around here.”
“I hope so,” Noah said. “The pay is definitely better than I was getting back in California.”
Harold grinned at him. “I do like a man who knows a good deal when he sees one. Well, you kids have a good day. I’ve got some things I need to attend to, so I’ll be tied up for a while this afternoon. Call me if you need anything.” He turned and walked out the door without another word.
“Don’t let him get to you,” Linda said. “He likes to give the impression he’s some kind of big shot, but the truth is that he’s just a higher ranking peon. If he’s got something to attend to, it’s probably got more to do with his secretary than anything else, I’d bet.”
Noah met Linda’s grin with one of his own. “Rank does have its privileges,” he said. “You know, they say it’s good to be the king.”
“He’s not a king,” Linda said, chuckling. “Although, now that I think about it, he certainly seems to think he is.”
There were a couple more introductions as people wandered by, but then Noah was alone in his office. He sat and picked up the file folders and began going over them.
Each of the file folders contained information on an available organ, one that would be harvested from someone who had passed away within the last few hours. There were eleven folders, and it didn’t take Noah long to discover that all of the organs listed were from only two fatalities. There were four kidneys, four lungs, two livers and one heart that had triggered matches on the transplant waiting list. All of them had already been harvested from the donors and were only awaiting the proper paperwork to be shipped out.
None of these organs were involved in the black market. These were going directly through the organ transplant system, and all of them were going to recipients within the United States. Noah completed the paperwork as quickly as he could, ensuring that there would be no delays in getting them to the people whose lives they were going to save.
His day went smoothly, and he got to spend a good part of it learning more about his job. When it was time to break for lunch, Linda took him down to the cafeteria.
“Hey, Linda,” called out a nurse as they entered. “Got yourself a new boyfriend?”
“Behave yourself, Jill Leoson,” Linda said. “This is Robert Townsend, the new transport manager. He’s on his first day, so I figured I’d show him where to get lunch. Don’t get yourself all excited, girls, he’s married.”
“True, very true,” Noah said with a  grin. He followed her through the line and then they went to a table to one side and sat down.
“So, anyway,” Linda said as if continuing the conversation, “you met all the important people today, so that’s good. They’re always around, sometimes it feels like they’re trying to catch us doing something we shouldn’t. Don’t let it get to you, though, just do your job and you’ll get along fine.”
Noah looked around the cafeteria and noticed that several of the patrons seemed to be trying to listen. “Oh, I don’t know,” he said. “Maybe I’ll come work down here. I’ve always been a pretty good cook; I’m sure I could get a job stuffing burgers into buns here, don’t you think?”
“You? A cook? Robert, come on. I know you’re only kidding, but I can’t imagine anything more miserable than trying to be a cook down here.”
The two of them continued chatting through lunch, and Linda introduced Noah to several more people who worked around the medical complex. It seemed like just about everyone in the cafeteria knew her, and she was apparently pretty well-liked. Noah met several doctors, a number of nurses and even a couple of paramedics. One of them was a new guy, a big, dark-haired fellow with a hint of a Cajun accent.
Finally, lunch was over and they went back to their offices. Noah made it through the rest of the afternoon with no problems, although he was no closer to learning anything that might help with the mission. Doctor Linden had not been among those he met, but he didn’t want to draw attention to himself by asking about the man.
He headed for home at four o’clock, making the drive back across Galveston Island to the apartment building. He parked the Charger in his slot and noticed that Marco’s SUV was already in its own. He climbed out of the car and locked it, then walked inside and up the stairs.
Neil and Jenny were sitting on his couch when he got there, and Neil seemed to be somewhat excited. He sat there and grinned for a moment, waiting as Sarah hurried to greet her husband.
“Hey, babe,” Noah said. “How was your day?”
“It was pretty good, actually,” Sarah said. “I went down to the beach for a while, and I made a new friend, Jenny West. She goes to college here, she’s in the kitchen helping me get dinner ready. How was yours?”
Noah grinned and looked at Neil. “It was a day at work,” he said. “I was stuck in the office, just trying to get all the transport paperwork ready for several organs. Nothing exciting seemed to be happening.” He playfully smacked her. “Would you get me a glass of tea?”
“Sure, honey,” she said. She turned and headed toward the kitchen as Noah sat down in the chair beside the couch.
Neil nodded to him, saying he understood what Noah had been saying. He hadn’t learned anything that would help the mission, but he had made it through the day and managed to at least look like he knew what he was doing. “Oh, well. Life is what happens while you’re making other plans, right? Hey, I wanted to tell you about this new 3D printer I got. It’s really awesome, I can make just about anything with it. If you think of something you need, let me know.”
“That sounds cool,” Noah said, pretending to be surprised. “I can’t think of anything we need at the moment.” He turned and looked at Sarah, who was just coming into the room from the kitchen. Jenny was right behind her. “Marsha? Brett has a 3D printer, can you think of anything you need him to make for you?”
“Yeah,” she said. “I need a new head. This one is getting frustrated trying to figure out how to follow recipes.”
Neil looked at her and blinked. “I don’t think I’m quite ready for that kind of project, not just yet.”
Sarah walked up to Noah and put her arms around him, then pulled him down for a kiss.“Don’t worry about it, then,” she said. “The cure just got home.”
Noah raised his eyebrows. “I’m a cure?”
Neil chuckled. “I guess you are for her. By the way, this is Jenny, the girl Marsha met on the beach. Jenny, this is Rob Townsend, Marsha’s husband.”
Jenny grinned and waved her fingers at him. “Yeah, I kinda thought that,” she said. “Hi, Rob.”
“Hello, Jenny,” Noah said. “You’re in college?”
“Yep, Texas A&M. Marine biology, if you’re curious.” She grinned.
“Wow, that’s awesome,” he said.
There was a knock on the door, and Noah went to answer it. Marco and Renée were standing there and he invited them in.
“Hi, Robert,” Marco said. “I was telling Diana all about meeting you today, and how you live in the same building. I do hope this isn’t a bad time, I just thought we ought to come over and get acquainted.”
“Sure, no problem,” Noah said. “Have you met Brett Wilson? He lives across the hall. He’s a security cnsultant, computer geek type.”
“No, I hadn’t. Hello Brett, I’m Jim Coolidge, and this is my wife Diana.”
“Good to meet you,” Neil said. “And this is Jenny West, she just started college here.”
“Marine biology,” Noah said. He closed the door as they all pretended to be meeting for the first time, and then turned back to Neil. “So tell me, Mr. Security Consultant, are we secure around here?”
“We are,” Neil said. “I ran a very thorough scan, there are no bugs or cameras anywhere in our apartments. We can talk freely.”
“Good,” Sarah said. “All the different names get confusing.”
“I agree,” Noah said. “Jenny, are you seeing any indications that this group is actually operating around here?”
“Nothing specific yet,” she said. “On the other hand, one of the first things I had to do this morning was decide whether I wanted to be an organ donor if something happened to me. There’s an organization on campus that promotes it, they offer a hundred dollars to everybody who signs up. I figured it would be in character to want the hundred bucks, so I had to fill out my organ donor preference sheet and give a blood sample.”
Noah narrowed his eyes. “That would certainly fit,” he said. “That means they could be building a bank of potential victims. Who is behind this organization?”
“Supposedly it’s just a student group,” Jenny said. “It’s called Life Gift America, and it’s part of some big organization started by a student group somewhere. It has branches at colleges all over the country, now.”
“And maybe other places. Being an organ donor is considered a good thing, so it shouldn’t be hard to recruit people, and the blood sample probably gives them enough DNA or whatever to let them evaluate prospective organ matches. Neil, find out if Life Gift America is really all that widespread.”
Neil picked up his computer from the coffee table and went to work. “They are everywhere,” he said a moment later. “Colleges, big corporations, even in high schools. Depending on local laws, they might pay cash to sign up, but some branches offer other incentives like gym memberships and such.”
“And all of that information is going into a database somewhere. We need to know where, and who has access to it.”
“That’ll take some research, but I’ll get it. By the way, now that we’ve all ‘met’ each other, is it okay for me and Jenny to hang out together?”
Noah looked at him for a moment, then nodded. “I think so,” he said. “Nobody would think it amiss if a couple of young people seemed to like each other.”
“That’ll be fun,” Jenny said. “I can play hard to get.”
“Yeah, but not too hard,” Neil said.
“Noah,” Marco said. “Any sign of our targets yet?”
“I haven’t seen anything yet,” he said, “but this organ donor recruitment program makes me think we could be on the right track. What about you?”
Marco shrugged. “Hey, I’m just a paramedic,” he said. “But I’ll be sure to let you know if we bring in any fatalities.”
* * * * *
For the next three weeks, nothing seemed to be happening. Noah, Marco and Neil all went to work when they were supposed to, but none of them were coming across any information that would help with the mission.
The new software upgrade allowed them to stay in communication. Noah’s subcom connected to the medical center’s Wi-Fi that first day and they were able to keep in almost constant communication.
Jenny, even when she was hanging out at the beach, would turn on the mobile hotspot on her phone. This worked out very well for Neil, who could talk with her whenever he wished. The same applied to Noah and Sarah, and to Marco and Renée. Because the subcoms had five channels, each of the couples was able to have one for themselves. They could all be brought to a single channel by any of them saying “activate all,” so Noah didn’t object to letting them have privacy.
Noah finally got to meet Doctor Linden, but it was just a brief introduction. He didn’t see the man again for almost two weeks, and there was still no evidence available that he was actually involved in the black market operations.
In fact, there didn’t seem to be any such operation going on. During occasional calls back to Neverland, Noah was informed that no further interceptions of organs had occurred, and the FBI was about to conclude that they had been sent on a wild goose chase.
“I’m not ready to pull the plug just yet,” Allison said in one such call. “If something else comes up that we need you on, I might, Noah, but at the moment, I want you to sit tight. Keep working on this, because if we can find any evidence at all on where the victims are being held, my gut says it’s going to be there. You’re the best shot we have, so keep at it.”
Noah agreed and they kept going to work. Everything was becoming routine, and even Sarah and Renée were starting to feel like they were just marking time. Jenny was attending her college classes, then hanging out with Neil in the evenings now and then. They often compared notes in the evenings, gathering at one of their apartments to talk, but day after day, there was no sign that the black market operation even existed.
And then suddenly, that changed. Noah went to work one morning and was immediately called to Harold Conley’s office. He looked at the stack of folders on his desk and silently promised himself that he would get back to them shortly, then went up two floors to get to his boss.
The receptionist recognized him and told him to go right in. Noah stepped into Conley’s office and was surprised to find Doctor Barry Linden sitting there.
“Come on in, Townsend,” Conley said. “There’s something we want to talk to you about.”
“Certainly, sir,” Noah said. He closed the door behind himself and took the seat next to Doctor Linden. “What can I do for you gentlemen?”
No one noticed that Linden seemed to be looking him over, but Conley smiled at him. “Robert, you’ve been doing an excellent job,” he said. “In fact, I’ve never seen it done more efficiently. The last guy we had was an idiot, I swear.” He leaned forward and put his elbows on his desk. “Tell me something, Robert,” he asked. “Are you making all the money you want to make?”
Noah glanced at Linden, then back at Conley. “Does anybody ever make all the money they want?” he said, putting a grin on his face. “I don’t suppose you’re getting ready to tell me I’m getting a raise, are you?”
“Well, possibly,” Conley said. “Robert, what if there were an opportunity for you to make ten, maybe fifteen times as much money doing what you do?”
Noah let his eyebrows shoot upward. “I’d ask you where to sign up,” he said. “That would be quite a raise, though.”
“I’m not talking about a raise on this job,” Conley said. “Let me ask you another question. How do you feel about the transplant program in this country? Do you feel that it’s handled properly, that the people who really deserve the transplants are the ones who get them?”
Noah licked his lips, trying to look like he was considering how to answer. “Well, to be honest,” he said, “I don’t guess I ever really thought about it. I mean, there’s some kind of transplant committees who decide who gets each organ that becomes available, right?”
“Yes, that’s the way it’s done, but what if there were another way, a better way? You know, a lot of these organs go to people who only end up with massive medical bills that destroy their lives, or to people who don’t contribute anything of value to the world at all. Do you think that’s right?”
Linden was still watching him, so Noah tried to look nervous. “Well—not really, I guess. Seems to me that they ought to go to people who are going to be, you know, more of a benefit to society.”
Conley glanced at Linden. “See? I told you he was our kind of people.” He looked back at Noah. “Robert, would it interest you to know that there might be another such system? One that bases the decision on who gets each organ on the oldest criterion possible, which is who is willing to pay the most for it?”
Noah shrugged. “I don’t guess I’d really be all that surprised,” he said. “Of course, that’s actually illegal under our laws in this country. You would have to be extremely careful not to get caught.”
“Which happens to be exactly why we called you up here. Robert, how would you feel about helping such a system by ensuring that the organs are properly shipped and arrive at their destinations ready to be implanted into the recipient, just as you do now?”
Noah grinned. “I’m guessing that’s what you meant about the high pay? I’d be very interested, but I’d like to know more about what I’d be doing, and how we avoid getting ourselves into serious trouble. I’ve got a wife, you know, and I wouldn’t want this to end up ruining our lives.”
“And nor would we,” Conley said. “I believe you know Doctor Linden?”
“Yes, sir, we met a couple weeks ago.”
“Doctor Linden helps me run the program I’m talking about. There are a few people other than him involved, but you only answer to the two of us if you decide to come aboard. However, let me warn you about this: if you do not come aboard, then you need to understand right now that this conversation never took place. If you ever mention it anywhere else, I can absolutely assure you that it will destroy your life.”
“I’m no fool, Mr. Conley. I figured that out as soon as you started talking, and I’d much rather get a piece of the pie than be baked into it.”
Conley burst out laughing and turned to Doctor Linden. “He’d rather get a piece of the pie than be baked into it,” he said. “I’ve never heard that one before, but I like it.” He turned back to Noah. “All right, then,” he said. “Doctor Linden will give you his cell number, and I’d like you to meet with him tomorrow morning rather than come to your office first thing. I think there are things we three need to discuss, and now is the time.”
Linden handed Noah a business card with his cell number written on the back. “Give me a call tomorrow morning around eight,” he said. “I’ll tell you where to meet me.”
Noah accepted the card and left the office. He knew a dismissal when he heard one.
He worked the rest of the day like usual. As soon as he was back in his office, he used the subcoms to tell everyone what had happened. He didn’t get to call Allison until he was on the way home.
“I finally got an opening,” he said. “Turns out my own boss, Harold Conley, is one of the people involved in this thing, and my predecessor was actually working with them unwittingly. They’ve been watching me for a little while, trying to decide if they wanted to bring me in or not.”
“Well, it’s about time,” Allison said. “Do you think it’s his operation?”
“Conley isn’t that intelligent,” he said. “Linden is involved, as well, but I don’t think he’s running the show, either. There’s somebody else, higher up on the totem pole. Give me a little time and I’ll find out who it is. With any luck, it’ll lead right back to the European connections.”
“All right, but bear in mind that time is running out for the victims. The sooner we can find out what’s happening to the people they take, the better. Shutting them down is still mission priority, but we can always feed the location to the FBI, let them get a feather in their cap.”
“That would be great, but I’d like to take out the operators at the same time, if possible. If the victims are rescued before we’re ready to move, the people involved will go underground, and I doubt they’d let me stick around. The last thing we need is for this thing to rise from the dead on its own, with no way to know who steps up to run it.”
“I absolutely agree,” Allison said, “but it can’t take too long, Noah. Those are innocent people, and we need to save as many as we can.”
“Yes,” Noah said. “And I’ve got a couple ideas on how we can do that. I’ll be talking with Linden tomorrow, and maybe I can get those ideas across.”
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