
        
            
                
            
        

    
Chapter 1
Australia, June 18th, 2023AD

Anselm Gunnar leaned over slightly in his seat so he could stare out the side window of the two-seater Piper as the small aircraft circled around the spectacular construction that lay below, and towered above.

The Australian Tower of Power project lay both five thousand feet below them and also loomed another twenty thousand feet above. Light glistened off the thirteen square kilometers of glass and metal below, providing blinding reflections whenever the piper crossed just the right, or wrong, angle of attack over the amazing structure, one of the hazards of approaching the tower by air that kept the major airlines from servicing the city below.

When the light wasn’t blinding, there was another dazzling sight to deal with, in that the immense structure created a huge dot of green, of life itself, in the middle of the dull brown of the Australian desert. Anselm remembered from his briefing that the Tower Project generated enough food to feed the city of more than eighty thousand that had grown up around the huge greenhouse, plus a substantial export industry as well.

It was a net importer of grains, because those required more space to grow than more economically viable specialty products like strawberries and kiwis, and Canada was more than happy to ship in all the grains the fledgling city needed anyway. The project had been intended to provide power to more than two hundred thousand homes when it was begun thirteen years earlier, after over a decade of political setbacks delayed the concept, but no one had really predicted what had happened.

Almost overnight a city grew up around the tower, sucking up a lot of the juice that the massive structure could provide in short order as workers and families found that living nearby wasn’t the hardship it might otherwise have been and began buying and leasing land in the area. The fledgling community took things in hand quickly and the Tower itself proved a nice inducement to think `green’ as they said. So now the city below was probably the most ecologically minded on the planet and, surprisingly perhaps, topped the list of most desirable places to live. All that in the middle of a desert, no less.

That didn’t mean that they didn’t have problems, however, otherwise they wouldn’t need the services of Anselm Gunnar.

The Interpol Security and Counter Terrorist specialist looked up as they continued to circle, the rough air buffeting the small plane. His eyes followed the checkered spire that made up the huge central tower of the project. He knew that the idea behind the project was simplicity itself, but the execution of it still took his breath away.

The tower was probably four or five hundred feet in diameter, or maybe radius, Anselm couldn’t tell by eye and he couldn’t remember the exact number from the briefing. A number he could remember, though, was its height. The immense structure touched the sky itself at one kilometer in height, earning it a place in any history or record book you’d care to name. Thirteen square kilometers, twenty five thousand acres, of greenhouse below and around the tower provided the impetus to trap heat into the water and earth, warming the air trapped inside. As it grew warmer the air naturally had to rise, and it was guided by the design of the glass and steel inwards to the tower.

Cooler air from the surrounding desert was drawn in around the skirt, warming as it flowed in toward the center of the tower, then it too would rise up the kilometer long passage to the sky. Inside the tower, dozens of turbines were run by the rising air, generating power for the community that had grown up around it, and still leaving a substantial amount for export to a nearby city.

All in all, it was one of the foremost marvels of construction and engineering in the world, which had absolutely nothing to do with Anselm’s reason for being there, in the slightest. He was deep in thought over his mission when something at the top of the tower caught his eye and he frowned.

“What’s that” He asked.

“What!” The pilot yelled, looking over.

Anselm checked his headset and turned on the microphone. “What’s that Up over the tower!”

The pilot leaned forward and pitched the plane up so he could see the top of the tower as they flitted along past it.

“Oh, them,” he shrugged, leveling out again. “Thermies.”

“What!” Anselm looked at him in total confusion.

“Thrill seekers!” The pilot yelled over the engine. “They get in a glider, or a para-pack, and get a lift up over the tower. Day or night, you get into the thermals there, its one hell of a ride, man!”

Anselm leaned back over, staring up at the dots in the blue sky over the tower and shuddered.

“How high do they go”

“Huh Oh hell, way the hell above what this thing is rated for!” The pilot laughed, “Some of them carry freaking space suits for the ride!”

“You’re kidding”

“Naw, man, those guys.they’re extreme. One guy caught the Jetstream a while back. He was wearing a Vac-suit like they use on the space station, you know Says it whipped him eight ways to Sunday before he dropped out of it. Coast guard picked him up, heading out to sea near New Zealand!”

“Jesus,” Anselm muttered under his breath.

The Jetstream was ten kilometers up and that was a long way to fall if your gear screwed up. From what Anselm knew, if the story was true, than that crazy bastard was lucky he hadn’t dropped through some poor sucker’s roof in America.

“What was he using”

“What!”

Anselm growled over the roar of the old piper’s engine, “That guy! What was he using!”

“Oh! A Para-Pack!” The guy yelled back, “he got it all tangled to hell too. Came down hard in the water, broke both legs! Good thing he had his GPS unit, or he’d a been shark bait for sure!”

No kidding .

Anselm shook his head, and turned back to the amazing piece of engineering. Some people were completely insane. This was why he did what he did, of course. Though it was a different kind of insanity that brought him to the Tower Project.

Abdallah Amir, one of the most wanted terrorists in the world, had been spotted in the area by an Interpol agent on vacation. The news came as something of a shock, since the man was supposed to have been dead for the past five years, after an aborted bombing attempt at the Japanese Embassy in London.

The man had been responsible for nearly thirty bombings and biological attacks in the previous two decades, beginning when he’d publically renounced his American citizenship and changed his name in Oh Eight. Abdallah, or `Slave of God’, as the name meant, was of mixed nationality and had joined the fundamentalist movement when his father was killed in a bombing of a bunker during the American siege of Kandahar, Afghanistan.

Born Raymond Gorra, Amir had been part of a long term sleeper cell that had infiltrated the United States dozens of years earlier. Originally entering the country as Illegals, his parents had been `grandfathered’ in after the riots in Oh Six and Seven caused lawmakers to ease up on the immigration laws.

His father’s death had tipped him over the edge, but most reports, though Anselm rather suspected that the man wasn’t particularly stable to begin with. After the public revelation of his father’s death, and the man’s American passport, Gorra had publically stepped into the limelight with a series of bombings of public buildings, including a school, in his home town of Santa Barbra.

Over the next twelve years or so, he’d waged a war of terror across the planet, destroying more lives than Anselm could count, more, in fact, than he wanted to count. The `Slave of God’ had climbed the most wanted lists quickly, landing at the top of the CIA and Interpol’s short lists within a few years. And he’d stayed there too, until his reported death in ‘Eighteen when one of his bombs had apparently gone off prematurely and killed him, his Jihadi cell, and the fifty-three hostages he had taken in the Japanese Embassy in London.

And now he turns up here. Anselm watched the glass below get closer as the pilot circled around and lined up with the air strip.

“Gonna take her down now,” the pilot said nonchalantly. “Might be a bit rough, even at low altitude we sometimes get weird thermals off the glass. Don’t worry about it though, done this hundreds of times and I ain’t dead yet!”

The sentiment didn’t comfort Anselm much, but he just nodded as the pilot took her down.

Down where below the Interpol agent, there were over eighty thousand people.

And at least one of them was a mass murderer.

*****

The plane taxied to a stop near a small prefab building that apparently served as the airport and control tower for the area, and the pilot simply flipped open the cargo section of the small craft as Anselm stepped out.

“Help yourself, Mate,” he told the agent, “I’m heading into get a brew. Catch ya later.”

Anselm watched him walk off as a marked police vehicle slid to a near silent stop just a short distance away. He watched the officer slip out of the car, then turned to grab his bags as she approached along the tarmac.

“Agent Gunnar”

Anselm pulled his carry-on from the cargo section of the small plane, turning as he withdrew the moderately heavy bag, and nodded. “That’s me.”

“Inspector Dougal,” the woman approaching him said, extending a hand. “Always a pleasure to help Interpol.”

Anselm took her hand with his free one, noting instantly that the woman had an impressive grip. He smiled slightly at her greeting and shrugged, “I suspect that might be a slight exaggeration, Inspector.”

She smiled in return, “perhaps, but only slightly. If you’ll come with me, I have my car waiting.”

She nodded to a sleek Electric Vehicle painted in the white and checkered black of the local PD, waiting just off the small strip and Anselm nodded as he followed her off.

“I’d have expected a bigger airstrip for a city of eighty thousand,” he said as they walked.

“We get people suggesting it every now and then,” she admitted, “but it’s not a priority. We get our bulk stuff in through the road trains, and to be honest we don’t really want thousands of tourists showing up. Too damn many of them as it is.”

Anselm chuckled, “I guess I can understand that.”

She nodded, gesturing to the back of the car. “Toss your kit in the back, I’ll give you a drive into town.”

Anselm did as she said, taking another long look at the car.

It was quite large, a wagon actually, painted in a familiar police pattern but it was the eight tires that caught his attention.

“Hey.is this an Eliica” He asked suddenly, blinking in surprise.

Dougal smiled and nodded, “we’ve got fifteen of them on the force. Only allow electric vehicles around here, you know, local ordinance.”

“Damn,” Anselm shook his head as he walked around. “These things cost two hundred grand.”

“We got them for cost,” she told him, sliding into the driver’s seat of the electric vehicle. “Kiro Nugawa Corporation leased them to us to use as a showcase.”

“Good deal, if you can get it.”

She just nodded as she punched the start button and threw the electric vehicle into reverse. The Eliica whipped around like a bottle rocket, and then slammed Anselm back into his seat. Four seconds later, they were doing a hundred kilometers an hour and still climbing.

“I love these things,” Inspector Dougal grinned, glancing over to where Anselm was pressed hard back into his seat. “Don’t get a chance to let it out very often. We don’t really drive much around The Project.”

The dusty road was whipping past so fast that Anselm, who was used to the autobahn, had to tear his eyes from the road to look over at the driver. “Oh”

“Yeah,” she said, keeping the pedal down as the car passed three hundred kilometers per hour and kept climbing. “The Project is completely served with a Mag-Lev monorail, so when the Shanties popped up it were decided that we’d just extend the rails.”

“Shanties”

She laughed, “That’s what we call the city, Agent Gunnar. It’s traditional, you know.started with people just building with whatever they had, like a Shanty Town.”

Anselm nodded, “Anselm.”

“What”

“My name, you can call me Anselm.”

Inspector Dougal smiled, “I’m Gwen. Gwendolyn actually, Gwendolyn Dougal, but you can call me Gwen.”

Anselm nodded, returning the smile, especially as the car had topped out to just under four hundred kilometers per hour and he wasn’t being slammed back in the seat like he was on a jet taking off. “Nice to meet you, Gwen.”

“Now,” Gwen Dougal said, casually checking her instruments and adjusting the steering column. “Why don’t you tell me about this guy you’re after”

Anselm frowned, “Abdallah Amir. It means, roughly, The Slave of God is a King, or Prince, or something like that. He’s been on our most wanted list for almost two decades now. Well, he would have been if we knew he was still alive.”

“Arab guy”

“Uncertain. His records indicate not, he claims otherwise. He was born Raymond Gorra, in Santa Barbra California,” Amselm said, “He changed his name himself when he publically `embraced Allah’.”

“Sounds like an interesting guy.”

Amselm nodded, “You could say that. Well educated, trained as a medical doctor, and has a proven ability and desire to learn new and dangerous skills. Dangerous to us, anyway.”

Gwen shook her head, “Hard to believe. What would a guy like that be doing at The Project, anyway”

“Amir has a reason,” Anselm said seriously. “He doesn’t screw around and he rarely makes mistakes.”

“So how’d you find him” Gwen asked with a hint of a chuckle.

Amselm had to laugh himself at that, “Would you believe honeymoon photos”

“What” She looked over at him like he was crazy.

He just laughed, “We have an agent here on her honeymoon. Her husband was taking photos of her near a fountain somewhere in the project.”

“That’d be the Pleasant Chimes Fountain.”

Amselm shot her a querying look.

Gwen just shrugged as she steered the car around a snake in the road at three hundred and ninety kilometers an hour. “It’s the most beautiful fountain in The Project. That’s where honeymoon types go.”

“Ah,” Anselm nodded. “Well anyway, they were admiring the photos later and damned if she didn’t recognize a face in the background. One email later and we have a computer run a facial topography scan, it came back ninety-seven percent match to our man, Amir.”

Gwen shook her head as the car roared toward a group of buildings that were approaching very rapidly, chuckling lightly. “Well wouldn’t that just suck You’re hiding out, lying low, and get spotted on someone’s vacation photos.”

“I’ve seen weirder ways to catch a perp.” Anselm said, but then admitted, “Not many though. But I’m not sure that he’s laying low.”

“What else would he be doing here”

“I don’t know,” Anselm admitted again, taking a breath. “But laying low isn’t this guy’s MO.”

“If that was true, then what do you suppose he’s been doing for the past five years”

“That’s sort of what’s worrying me, Inspector.” The blonde man said grimly.

*****

“You can put your stuff on that desk for now,” Gwen told him as Anselm followed her into the small office space that had been appropriated by the Project Police Force.

He nodded and dropped his bag onto the empty desk and looked around.

The Police Headquarters were clean, neat, and very quiet. As far as he could tell they were the only people present at the moment, and there hadn’t been any sign of other cars or officers on the way in.

“We’ve only got about twenty full time officers here,” Gwen spoke up, divining his thoughts.

“For a city of eighty thousand” Anselm asked, surprised, it didn’t sound like much.

“Most of the security is still handled by the Project staff, and we mostly just investigate domestic calls around here and serve the occasional warrant.” She explained, “There’s no traffic crime to speak of, only a few hundred cars in the entire city, and most of the people who live here genuinely want to be here. It makes a difference.”

Anselm nodded, pulling the seal of his bag open. “Makes sense.”

“Yeah,” She nodded, “Look, I have to ask.Are you carrying”

“Service issued FiveseveN Magnum.” Anselm confirmed.

“Alright, hand it over to me so I can register it for you.” She told him, “We’ve got a local convention against guns, but I’ll fit you in under the law enforcement exception.”

“Thanks.” He said, pulling his clip-on holster from his belt behind his back and handing it over. “Here.”

She accepted it, pulling the Fabrique Nationale five point seven millimeter pistol from its custom formed holster and carefully transcribed the serial number into her computer terminal. The FiveseveN Magnum, or Fifty-Seventy as it had become known, was an improvement on the older FiveseveN pistols FN Herstal had designed for police and counter terrorist agencies as a companion piece to their famed P90. Its cartridges were a few millimeters longer than the standard five point seven round, and ran a lot hotter in order to perforate modern composite body armors.

“Nice piece,” She said as she handed it back, “Did you bring your ballistics information”

Anselm nodded and handed over a flash chip he always kept in a belt pouch. The postage sized piece of smoke colored transparent aluminum contained several gigabytes of information about Anselm, his medical records, Service files, current assignment and, of course, a complete ballistics work up on his service weapon.

“Backup”

Anselm smiled, propping his foot up on the desk and pulling the M-45 Firestar from the ankle holster. Gwen returned the smile with an arched eyebrow, but accepted the compact weapon without comment.

The Firestar was Anselm’s personal gun, a compact forty five caliber pistol with six rounds in the box and one in the pipe that had served him well for over a decade. It wasn’t new, and it wasn’t flashy, but the Firestar had always done the job in a pinch. Gwen simply ran the number from it in a few seconds, then inserted the flash chip into her computer and let it load up the ballistics info automatically.

“Alright,” She said, closing the file. “You’re registered. I’ll get you a supplemental permit that you can keep with your Interpol ID.”

“Thanks.” Anselm said, replacing his weapons and straightening his clothing to cover them more effectively.

“Let’s get you checked in to a hotel, I think you’ve got a reservation”

Anselm nodded, drawing his portable from its belt pouch and flicking the fan shaped screen open with a snap of his wrist. “Yeah.at the Tower Arms.”

Gwen nodded, “nice place. I’ll give you a lift over, and show you how to ride the rails around these parts. You can probably rent a car if you want, there’s usually a couple available, but the fastest way to get anywhere is the rails.”

Anselm nodded, “Alright. Lead the way.”

“This way,” She nodded her head, “We’ve got to pick up your carry permit first.”

*****

“The shanties grew up in a ring around The Project,” Gwen was telling him as she guided the Eliica patrol car around the gently curving road that circled the huge greenhouse that they could occasionally see glinting through the tangle of buildings. “No more than a half kilometer thick at its widest, and about the same in distance from the perimeter of The Project greenhouse.”

Anselm nodded, noting the curve that the streets all had, all of them following the same invisible line that would eventually bring them back around onto themselves.

“You want to get across town, you have two choices,” Gwen went on, idly dodging a car on the road at just over three hundred kilometers an hour. “You can drive, like us, which takes a while.even in one of these babies.”

Anselm held on to the seat, feeling the Gee force push him back into the seat as she accelerated again. The Eliica accelerated with almost a full gravity, making him feel like the car was standing on end as the Inspector casually negotiated the wide streets.

“But if you’re in a hurry,” she went on, oblivious to his discomfort, “you ride the rail. It cuts right through The Project and take you out the other side. Be there in a few minutes, tops.”

“So why are we driving” Anselm asked idly, watching the road intently.

Gwendolyn laughed, “Because I LIKE to drive.”

Figures, Anselm thought without speaking aloud.

“Besides,” She went on, gesturing just up ahead. “Your stop is right here. Tower Arms, not our finest establishment, but it’s got nice rooms, good service, and they keep the place clean.”

The patrol car slid to a near silent stop beside the Tower Arms hotel, and Anselm climbed out. He looked up over the building, and was surprised that it appeared to only be a few stories tall.

“I figured a hotel would be bigger.” He said aloud, ducking his head to retrieve his bag.

Gwen just laughed, “It’s pretty big, but most is underground. We don’t cotton to no shadows on the greenhouse around here, Agent Gunnar.”

Anselm nodded, understanding.

“Strict building codes keep the buildings limited to specific heights depending on how far they are from the greenhouse.” She paused, and then shrugged, “And what side they’re on too, of course. On the south side you can build pretty much any height you want. Most stay about the same anyway though, city planners seem to think it looks good. Besides, its energy efficient to build underground, and this is Tower City, Agent Gunnar.we’re all about being efficient.”

Anselm nodded and smiled, shouldering his bag. “Thanks for your help, Inspector.”

“No trouble. Here,” she leaned over, extending a card to him.

He took it, recognizing it as a standard swipe card.

“That’s my swipe card,” she told him unnecessarily, “Just pass it through any phone and it’ll figure out where I am and ring me.”

“Thanks again. Gwen.” He said, a little awkwardly.

“No problem, Anselm.” She replied as she keyed a command that brought the door of the car down, then the police Eliica pulled away, leaving Anselm Gunnar looking at his home for the next few days at least.

*****

Checking in went smoothly, mostly an automated process that involved dealing with only one actual person who noted his room and gestured to an elevator without looking up.

“You’re on Sub Level three, room S3-22.” The man said, filling out a form before flipping the electronic pad over, “Sign here, Mr. Gunnar.”

Anselm signed, then shouldered his bag and headed toward the elevator.

He had to check in with the agent who was on her honeymoon before he could do too much else, and see if she’d chanced another glance of Amir, but he didn’t expect much of that. Other than that, it was going to be hard going to close this case.

Abdallah had extensive practice in hiding from authorities’ intent on his capture, and the multinational culture around the Tower Project, just from what Gunnar had seen so far personally, would make it an effective place to hide for the terrorist. In fact, if he was actually lying low, there was little chance that Gunnar would locate him.

It was just too big a haystack, and too easy to miss a needle.

If the needle was poking into places it shouldn’t, however, Gunnar might just have a shot.

The elevator dinged and opened as he approached, so Gunnar walked right in and waited for the door to close. When it had he didn’t press the SL-3 button, but instead punched in the button for the fourth floor and settled in as the machine accelerated upward.

*****

“Agent Gunnar”

Anselm nodded as he recognized the slim blond who opened the door, “Adrienne Somer, the Home Office sent me to investigate your sighting.”

“So it was confirmed” She asked, stepping aside to let him in.

Anselm nodded as he stepped inside, “Facial topography gives it ninety-seven percent chance of being Amir.” Anselm confirmed, “You weren’t informed”

She shook her head, “no.”

“Bureaucrats.” Anselm sighed, deciding to lay it out. “I’ve been sent to scout the project out, try to locate him and see what he’s here for. So I’ll be poking around in a few places I probably shouldn’t, if they make me they might do a computer search to see what other Interpol people are in town.”

The implications were left unsaid as he let himself trail off, but Somer understood.

The Interpol inspector nodded with a wry smile, “I had expected something of the like. My husband and I will be gone tomorrow morning.”

“Good.” Anselm told her, “As I said, I don’t expect any serious trouble, the odds are that he’s laying low here.”

“He’s not.” Adrienne Somer told him, “I read his file the night I sent that email. Amir isn’t the kind.”

Anselm nodded, the young inspector raising a notch in his esteem. “I know. Now, have you had any other contact”

“No.” She shook her head, “I’ve gone back to the fountain every couple days, but haven’t seen him again.”

“Was this the Pleasant Chimes Fountain”

She nodded, looking surprised. “How on Earth could you know that”

“Local contact.” He told her, “Alright. I think that we’re done here. I’m sorry that your honeymoon is being disrupted, Inspector.”

She smiled wanly, “My husband is less than enthused about cutting our time short, he wanted to try some of the thermal gliding they do in the area.”

Anselm grimaced wryly, shaking his head. “My condolences on marrying a lunatic.”

She laughed lightly, shaking her head. “He’s not that bad.But you have to admit that the opportunity to catch a thermal and climb four or five miles straight up isn’t something that comes around just anywhere.”

“I suppose not, but I’ll keep my feet on the ground just the same.” Anselm told her, and then glanced around, “Where is your husband”

“At the airstrip,” She shrugged, “Trying to hitch a ride to the top of the tower.”

Anselm rolled his eyes, “Good luck with him, it sounds like you’ll need it. Do you have anything to add to the report”

“No, I sent everything when I mailed the pictures.” She said, “I wish I could help.”

“Don’t.” He told her, straightening up. “This is a scout job, not delivering a warrant or making a bust. Too many witches spoil the brew and all that.”

She laughed, again lightly, and then showed Anselm to the door.

He bid her goodbye as they shook hands, and headed back to the elevator.

This time he hit the button for SL-8.

*****

Inspector Gwendolyn Dougal left the Eliica in its charging nook and walked away from it without worrying about theft. The vehicle would only run for a member of the Shanty Town PD thanks to the radio identity transmitter incorporated into each of their badges. It made things easier on them in some ways, though losing a badge was even worse than it had been in the past.

She was walking into her office when a noise to her right startled the police inspector, and she jerked around.

“Sorry!” The man there held up his hands, smiling. “Didn’t mean to give you a start, Gwenny.”

Gwen caught her breath, shooting a glare at the man, but didn’t say anything for a moment.

Finally she shook her head, “You shouldn’t sneak up on someone who’s armed, Ryan.”

Police Chief Ryan Emmerson smiled in response, “You wouldn’t shoot me, Gwen. If you did, you’d get stuck with my job.”

Gwen shuddered. God forbid.

Ryan spent the majority of his time liaising with the Tower Project people, basically keeping the lines of communication open and generally spending all of his time under the huge facility, in the tunnel complex where they kept their offices. Gwen liked being out in the light, and even getting to drive once in a while.

“Did that Interpol guy come through today” Ryan asked as Gwen tossed her coat on a rack and settled in at her desk.

“Yeah,” She nodded, “He thinks they have a lead on a terrorist they’ve been looking for.”

“Here” Ryan chuckled, “What’s he doing Wait, don’t tell me.He’s one of the Eco Terrorists that we hear so much about in the movies.”

Gwen had to chuckle at that, while the occasional ecologist went over the line in their methods the myth of eco-terrorism was an all too frequent plotline in the mainstream entertainment that seemed to pervade all walks of life. Working around the Tower had taught everyone in the area that the average ecologist was about as dangerous as a stiff breeze, and usually not as interesting.

“Fraid not,” She said after a moment though, becoming serious. “This is the real deal. One of the fundamentalist movement, big time bomber.”

Ryan grimaced, “You’re joking”

She shook her head.

“Why would he be here The Tower has nothing to do with any of their beefs.”

“I know that, and you know that,” Gwen shrugged, “But whether he knows that is something else. All we can do is give Agent Gunnar a hand if he asks, and maybe keep an eye out ourselves.”

“We have a photo”

Gwen punched up a command on her computer, accessing the Interpol most wanted lists. Sure enough Abdallah Amir was on the list so she sent his sheet to the printer.

Ryan picked it out of the high speed printer almost before it was done and flipped it around to look at. “Hmm.Doesn’t look like an Arab.”

“Don’t know for sure if he is.” She told him, “He’s one of those types that change their name.as if God cares what name they were born with.”

“I see.” Ryan said in a tone that clearly indicated that he didn’t.

Gwen ignored it. Ryan was a nice enough guy, but he was also the sort that believed that terrorism had something to do with Islam. This was about as accurate as saying that Slavery had something to do with Christianity. Sure Christians had once held slaves, still did in some parts of the world that no one liked to talk about, but so did pretty much every other religion that had ever existed.

Fundamentalist terrorists weren’t particularly faithful to Islam or any other religion, though a surprising number of them claimed such an affiliation. Well, perhaps not so surprising, she supposed. Islam had gotten a bad reputation in the world wide arena over the past four decades, and any terrorist wanting to be taken seriously often would take up the mantle of Islam and Allah just for the credibility it gave him with the media.

It was, perhaps sadly, a fact however that Islamic groups did make up a disproportionate amount of the radical terror cells. That hadn’t always been the case, but as time wore on most of the other groups had either been stamped out or found some ways to settle at least some of their grievances. Most people, even extremists, grew tired of the death and dying eventually.

Religion, however, added a certain staying power to the mix.

Nice big explosions were, after all, the last refuge of the `devout’.

“Send the copy around to all the cars and portables, ok Gwen” Ryan asked, “We’ll have the men keep an eye out.”

Gwen nodded, “Yes Sir.”

Ryan twisted his lip as he looked at the redhead, “I keep telling you, Gwen, no need for the formality here.”

She just nodded, “I’ll send the sheets out.”

“Good work, oh and let me know if that Interpol guy wants anything, alright”

She nodded briefly and the Chief headed back to his office.

Gwen looked after him for a moment, then turned to her terminal and keyed it open to the local traffic grid.

“I wonder.” She frowned delicately, tapping in a few commands and calling up the traffic camera records that were stored in the central data base. “I wonder, Mr. Abdallah Amir.do you drive”

*****

“There is an Interpol agent in the city, Abdallah. He is looking for you.”

Abdallah Amir looked up from his work, frowning. “When did he arrive”

“Just this morning.”

“Do you know his name”

The small wiry man nodded, “Agent Anselm Gunnar.”

“Gunnar.Gunnar.” Abdallah pursed his lips and looked over, “Don’t I know a man named Gunnar”

“Yes, Amir.” A large man said obsequiously. “He was the Agent in Charge of the investigation in London.”

“Oh yes.” Abdallah nodded, “The Swede. He almost located us once, didn’t he Jacob”

The large man nodded, “Twice, Amir.”

“Twice. Yes, of course. Three times if you count the Embassy party.” Abdallah smiled slightly, as did the large man he’d called Jacob.

The small wiry man didn’t say anything, nor smile, he didn’t get the joke. He just twisted his hands nervously, “Abdallah, if he finds you.”

“He won’t.” Abdallah said with a shake of his long dark hair. “But still, it pays to take care.”

“God helps those who help themselves.” Jacob replied.

“Yes, of course.” Abdallah nodded, “And fortune favors the bold.and the prepared. Have Mr. Gunnar followed.at a distance.”

“You don’t want us to.remove him” The wiry man asked, confused.

“Absolutely not!” Abdallah snapped, eyes flashing. “Go nowhere near this man. My own people will watch him. If you kill an Interpol agent we will shortly be flooded with his compatriots, and that would be very, very, bad. Would it not, Jacob”

“Very bad, Amir.” The large man agreed, staring stonily at the small man.

The man swallowed, gulping nervously.

“We are too close now,” Abdallah said seriously, “in a few days Interpol, or at least Australian, Police and Military involvement will be inevitable.But we need those few days Mr. Graves. You will not cost us that time, am I quite understood”

The small man nodded eagerly, “Of course. I promise.”

“See that you keep that promise.” The imposing dark man said grimly, his white teeth flashing against his dark lips. “Or I will keep the one I made concerning you and your family.”

Mr. Graves fell back, still nodding furiously. “Of course, I understand.”

Abdallah watched him go, then turned to his large friend. “What do you think, Jacob”

“He’s a weak link, Amir.” The man intoned. “We should eliminate him from the equation.”

Abdallah nodded, his lips pulling back. “I suppose that you are probably right, Jacob.However I would hate to have a missing person or, worse yet, a body turning up accidently, alert Agent Gunnar to something he shouldn’t.”

“Mmmmmm.” Jacob said, almost growling. “There would be no body.”

Abdallah laughed softly, “Oh Jacob, there’s always a body. No, let Mr. Graves live for the moment. We’ll use him in the first phase of the operation anyway. No sense in wasting the warm body.”

“As you say, Amir.” Jacob said in his gravelly voice. “And the Interpol agent”

“As I said, have him followed.but not closely.” Abdallah Amir said firmly. “Do it carefully, Jacob.”

“Always.”

Abdallah smiled, nodding. “I know. That’s why I let you live, Jacob. You may not always succeed, but you never fail through stupidity.”

Jacob just nodded at that, not commenting.

“Oh, and have a look through the arrivals registered in the hotels, why don’t you There may be others that haven’t announced their arrival with the local police.”

“I will have Karim check, Amir.”

“Fine, fine,” Abdallah turned back to the computer terminal he was looking at, then spoke idly as he worked, “Has Emil returned yet”

“Yes Amir, we recovered him eighty miles into the desert.” Jacob replied, “His flight time was forty minutes, plus four to climb and eight to descend.”

Forty minutes, Abdallah made some quick calculations. That meant that Emil had been traveling two hundred miles per hour, which wasn’t bad for an unpowered flight. Still, it wasn’t what Abdallah had been expecting.

“His instrument package has been recovered as well”

“Most assuredly.”

“Excellent. Bring it in before you go.” Abdallah Amir ordered before turning back to his work.

He would examine the data and learn why there was a discrepancy between his numbers and the actual test. Perhaps it was correctable, perhaps not. Either way, he had to know.






Chapter 2
The Pleasant Chimes Fountain was certainly deserving of any reputation it held with honeymooning couples, Anselm decided as he stood in front of site and looked around.

The decorative fountain was probably only a couple feet deep at its deepest point, but the water shimmered with reflected and refracted light from above and below, glazed mirrors planted in the base of the fountain reflected a multicolor spectacle to anyone looking down into the water, and also served to hide the true depth from the casual glance.

Water spouts sent jets of water dancing through the air on some pre-programmed dance, twirling and dancing around each other as they flew through the air, only to vanish into the surface of the pool without so much as a ripple as they vanished into hidden pipes placed carefully through the water.

It was, perhaps, not the most spectacular fountain he’d seen, but the surroundings made it stand out just the same. Glass stretched in all directions as far as he could see above, and the plants that grew in the massive greenhouse facility were of practically every color in the rainbow, plus a few extra for good measure.

Anselm walked around the fountain, flicking out the semi-circular screen of his portable computer, and called up the image that had brought him to this place. The honeymoon shot of Inspector Somer showed off the small blond’s attributes nicely, her sheer dress clung to her frame as she posed in front of the tower, smiling playfully at her husband. The gleam in her eyes brought an emotion to the image that was either the work of a good photographer in capturing it, or a lucky one. Either way, however, it was the man in the background that he was looking at and Anselm continued to move around the fountain until he found the right angle. When he did he paused and took note of the distance, then slapped his portable closed and walked around to the place he calculated Abdallah would have been in when the picture was taken. There was nothing much near that spot, unfortunately, certainly nothing which might indicate why the terrorist had paused there. Anselm turned around slowly until he was looking right at the photographer, Somer’s husband, in his mind’s eye. Then he looked past the mental image of Mr. Somer, and right at the embarkation point for the Project Mag-Lev.

“He was waiting for someone.” Anselm whispered, running his finger along the side of his nose. “A friend Or a co-conspirator”

“I thought I’d find you here.”

Anselm snapped his head again, his hand dipping slightly toward the small of his back on reflex. He froze out the instinct, though, when he recognized the speaker and forced a smile, “Inspector, checking up on me already”

Inspector Gwendolyn Dougal smirked slightly, her short red hair sticking to light sheen of sweat on her forehead as she cocked her head at him, “Do you need checking up on, Agent Gunnar”

Anselm smiled a little more genuinely and shrugged, “What brings you out here, Inspector”

“Gwen.” She told him firmly.

“Anselm then,” He returned.

She chuckled, but nodded. “I thought you might be out here when I found you weren’t in your hotel room.”

“Any reason you’re tracking me down”

She nodded and flipped a sheaf of photographic paper from under her arm, handing it over to him. Anselm accepted it and frowned down at it. It was an image of a car driving the streets of the city outside, and he recognized the face in the passenger side.

“Where’d you get this” He asked sharply, surprised to find himself looking at Abdallah Amir.

Gwen cocked a hand on one hip and pursed her lips at his tone, “We may not have a huge department here, but we do have access to the central police network and database.”

Anselm nodded, understanding.

The Police Network was an online collection of programs that could be accessed from any police station in the world, at least in theory. Among the list of programs was, of course, the same facial topography scanner that had brought Anselm to Tower City in the first place. Obviously the Shanties, as Gwen had called the city, had traffic cameras installed. All she had to do was open up the traffic database to the Central Network, and tell the program to scan for Mr. Amir. The software would do the rest.

“Could you identify the car”

“Of course.” Gwen smiled, “If you like I can take you out to talk to the owner right now.”

Anselm glanced down at the picture again, wondering if it was a good idea. It would likely tip Abdallah to his presence if the owner of the car was in any way close with the terrorist.

“If it eases your mind, I have this car on a traffic violation.” Gwen spoke up. “She was doing a hundred and thirty kilometers over the limit.”

Anselm blinked.

A hundred and thirty over the posted limit wasn’t unheard of, but it wasn’t common anywhere else that he knew of either.

Gwen just chuckled at the look on his face, “The posted limits aren’t really in keeping with the reality of the few vehicles that are run privately around here. A lot of them are cheaper electrics, of course, but generally around here if you can afford a car, you can afford a good one.”

“You don’t enforce the speed limits strictly” Anselm asked, mostly because of the inspector’s own driving.

She shrugged, “It depends. We enforce for reckless behavior more than speed, and don’t bother at all outside of city limits of course. Even in the city limits, people generally use the public transport, so the roads are usually pretty clear.”

“Of course.” Anselm replied dryly, holding up the photo in question, “So dropping in on the young lady won’t be out of character”

She shrugged, and then shook her head. “Not really. We spot check a lot of speeders just to deliver warnings that they are, in fact, being watched. It keeps them at least slightly honest.”

Anselm chuckled, nodding. “Alright. Let’s go.”

“This way,” She gestured to the Mag-Lev embarkation point. “I’ve got the car parked about eight kilometers from here. We should be there in.Oh, a couple minutes or so.”

*****

Kamir Sophen, a young man barely out of his teens, was pouring over one of his two great loves when the call came from Mr. Jacob.

“Y.yes Sir” Kamir swallowed, a little nervously.

“I have a job for you.” Jacob told him.

“Yes Sir.”

“Look through the registers of the Shanty hotels,” Jacob told him, “See if you can find the names of any Interpol officers.”

“Interpol” The young man asked with a curl of his lip, “Do you think they’re on to us”

“They are, but I doubt they know what they’re on to just yet. Some interest from the law enforcement community was inevitable, of course.”

Kamir snorted lightly, nodding. “Fat lot of good it will good it will do them.”

“Do not become arrogant, Kamir.” Jacob growled, “Arrogance leads to a great fall.And given your.extra-curricular activities, I do not believe that you need any added risk of falling. Do you”

Kamir shook his head quickly, “No, Jacob.”

“Good. Do this job, do it quickly.” Jacob ordered, shutting the connection without saying anything more.

Kamir shuddered slightly. There were few things that scared him in the world. He had swam the great barrier reef with the sharks, ran with the bulls in Spain, and even soared so high over the top of the very tower that ruled the sky here at the project, that he had needed a vacuum suit. Mr. Jacob, however, scared him.

Kamir flipped his computer over to another program and quickly entered into the hotel database system, gaining access was child’s play compared to some of the work he’d done for Jacob and Amir and he was happily downloading lists of names, a moment later.

Penetrating the Interpol employee database was more complicated, or would be if it hadn’t already been done some time ago. As it was he simply accessed the old file from his local drives and started a comparison running. Getting the initial hit didn’t take long at all.

“Somer.”

Kamir’s eyes narrowed, he knew a Somer. Now where did he hear that name before

Of course!

His eyes flared, the poser on the field. He’d been closer than Jacob thought if he was investigating the Thermies. Too close, in fact. If he happened to see and understand the instruments some of the `thrill seekers’ were wearing.

Well, there were ways to handle that.

Kamir smiled, the man wanted a ride after all. And they could always use another sample gathering run. If something happened in the meantime Well, things happened when you were flying ten kilometers in the sky with nothing but a para-pack between you and a long fall.

*****

“Nice place.” Anselm said quietly as he looked up at the white home that was set into the side of the gently rolling hill.

“Not too many built like this around here.” Gwen replied, “It’s not as eco-friendly as the less fancy styles you’ll find common around here. Air conditioning is a real pain in one of those.”

Anselm nodded thoughtfully as he raised the gull wing doors of the Eliica, considering the palatial home that was sitting up above them on the gentle slope. Anywhere else in the world it would be considered a resplendent home because of its looks, opulent and rich, because it was simply, a large home. Here, however, large homes were the standard and he was under the distinct impression that this home was rich because its owners could afford to flaunt the local energy concerns and pay whatever it cost to run despite its lesser design traits.

People were funny things.

“Let me do the talking,” Gwen told him as they walked up, “You don’t know the locals.”

Anselm just nodded, following her up the path that was laid with stone that Anselm thought had to have been imported. When they reached the door Gwen found the buzzer and rang it once, letting it buzz for several seconds before stopping. They settled back and waited until footsteps from inside could be heard approaching, and when the door opened Anselm recognized the young woman as the driver of the car in the photo.

“Debra Jones” Gwen asked crisply.

“Yes” The young brunette looked between the two people at her door, confused. “Who are you”

“Inspector Dougal, Police.” Gwendolyn replied, flipping out her badge. “This is Inspector Gunnar.”

“Ok.” The woman said, still confused. “Did something happen”

“That depends on how you look at it, Miss Jones.” Gwen said, handing her a copy of the photo she’d recovered from the traffic database. “Is this you driving”

She looked at the photo, and then grimaced. “Yeah. That’s me.”

“Were you aware of the speed limit in that area, Ma’am” Gwen asked sternly.

Her eyes widened, protest instantly flying to her lips, “Oh hey, come on.everyone does it!”

“Ma’am, this isn’t about everyone.” Gwen told her, “I’m going to have to write you up.”

The young woman looked ill, “My dad is going to kill me! He lives in Sydney, and it’s not the same thing out there. Come on, please cut me some slack.I’ll take it easy from now on, I swear!”

Gwen eyed the young woman for a moment, actually tempted to go ahead and write the ticket despite the fact that the woman was playing right into her hands. She hated whiners. “Ma’am, I can maybe let you off with a warning. It’s still going on the books though, so if we catch you again.”

“Thank you!” The young woman gushed instantly, her expression pitifully grateful.

Anselm managed to keep a straight face as Gwen played the woman, setting her up so that she’d give up the information they’d really come from and, if all went well, wouldn’t even realize she had.

“I need to know a few things for my report.” Gwen sighed, pulling out her portable and flipping it open.

“Anything.” The young woman hugged herself, looking between Gwen and the imposing silence Anselm projected.

“First, how long have you been driving”

“Four years.”

“And who was with you at the time of this picture”

“What Does that matter” The brunette looked worried again.

“I’m afraid it does.”

“Look.my Dad’s not going to see this, right”

Gwen shook her head, “Not unless you’re caught breaking the law again.”

Debra grimaced, but nodded. “That’s Raoul Seerman.he’s hooked in with, you know, the thermies.”

Anselm listened as Gwen walked the girl through the rest of the questions, burying the last one in a group of others they hoped, but only paid peripheral attention to the answers. He was already into the Interpol database and doing a search for Raoul Seerman. Gwen wrapped up the interview with a warning for the girl, which she would listen to, if Anselm was any judge of character. The poor girl was shaking by the time they turned to walk away.

“She’s scared to death of her daddy finding out.” Gwen shook her head as they headed back to the car.

Anselm shrugged, “That’s how some people are. Notice how she didn’t want her dad to learn she was out with `Raoul’”

Gwen crooked her lips, nodding. “Yeah. Bad boy complex.”

“If only she knew how bad.”

*****

On the small airfield Kamir smiled, spreading his arms as he greeted Ron Somer with a warm call. “Ron, my friend! How’s it going!”

Ron Somer turned, smiling as he saw Kamir approaching with arms wide. He reciprocated, and the two men clasped briefly, patting each other on the back, “Hey man, what’s up”

“I got good news, man. I can get you a flight, if you’re still interested”

“Really Hell yes!” Ron grinned.

“Really.” Kamir told the eager young man, clapping him on the back again. “Today’s your lucky day man.”

Ron Somer grinned enthusiastically in response.

He couldn’t agree more.

*****

“Tell me about these `Thermies’” Anselm asked as Gwen drove them back toward the city.

His portable, even with its connection to Interpol’s central database, didn’t have anything on Raoul Seerman, which was explained by the fact that he didn’t exist. Raoul didn’t show up in any of the criminal databases that Gwen had access to from her car, either, so they were going to go to her office to access some of the other databases that were available only through special request.

“They’re thrill seekers,” Gwen shrugged, “Always doing something stupid. I ran one of them down a couple weeks ago for violating the airspace of the strip while a plane was coming in. He’d been challenged by a friend to play chicken with a plane. He won. Damned near caused an accident out on the strip.”

Anselm grimaced, shaking his head. “It’s funny, I never seem to run out of human insanity to observe in this line of work.”

“Join the club,” Gwen laughed, whipping the Eliica around some animal or something that had crawled into the road. “Around here it’s always something. The fringe Eco-Activist types are often into extreme sports and all sort of weird stuff.”

Anselm raised an eyebrow, and looked over at her. “Oh”

“Hell yeah, I’ve had to go out on calls dealing with everything from drag racing stolen Eliica cars around town, to this one guy who decided he was going to free climb the tower.”

“You’re kidding me,” Anselm looked over, shocked at the idea.

Free climbing a relatively smooth tower one kilometer straight up It was nuts.

“Fraid not. We had to get in with a helicopter and pull him off the tower at around five hundred feet.” She told him, “The guy was using the construction ridges they put in to allow for flex in order to fire pitons into the wall. After we got him down it took the tower custodians another four months to repair the damage.”

“Ouch.” Anselm laughed.

“You have no idea,” she said as she pulled the Eliica over into the lot of the Police Department Head Quarters. “We’re here.”

“So we are.”

*****

“You got your gear all checked out”

“Got it!” Ron nodded eagerly, checking his gear a second time.

Like ninety nine percent of thrill seekers and daredevil times, the ones who lived, Ron was very nearly obsessive-compulsive about the state of the gear he used. It all had to be in perfect working order before he would risk his body on it. Everything he had been loaned and had rented checked out perfectly, so he turned his attention to his local guide, listening carefully to the instructions the expert had to give him.

“Okay man,” Kamir told him with a friendly smile. “When you get into the updraft you ride it up until you hit fifteen thousand feet. Got that Make sure you suck on your oxygen or you’ll pass out, right”

“Right,” Ron nodded eagerly. “I do parasailing all the time, I know the drill.”

“Okay, good. Now just remember, don’t ride it higher.” Kamir shook his head, “That’s really important. Sometimes the Jetstream will curl down a bit, and if you get into that.you’re going for a long ride. And you’re not geared up for it. K”

Ron nodded, “Got it.”

“Alright!” Kamir clapped him on the back, “Have fun, my man!”

“I will!”

Ron turned and headed to the plane that Kamir had arranged for him, and the dark faced young man turned to the stuffy looking, dirty blond who walked up behind him. “You get it done”

“Oh yeah.” The man smirked, holding up a circuit board. “He’ll be ten klicks up before he even has a clue how screwed he is.”

Kamir snorted, “I ever tell you how much I hate cops”

“Not lately. Buy me a drink at the Blue Yonder and I’ll let you remind me.” The dirty blond grinned.

Kamir laughed, clapping the other man on the back. “Come on then.”

Behind them the plane carrying Ron Somer taxied around into position for takeoff, its motor droning loudly in the desert air.

*****

“Nothing on our friend Raoul. “Gwen sighed, closing her terminal with a flick of her finger.” You think she lied”

“No,” Anselm shook his head, “No, I think she was lied to.”

Gwen nodded reluctantly. “I’m sorry, I thought I could give you a lead.”

“You have.”

“What”

“The Thermies.” Anselm said, grimacing. “Much as I don’t want to get involved with those people, it looks like Amir might have something to do with them.”

“That won’t be easy,” Gwen warned, “The Thermies are a tight knit group, they don’t much like outsiders.”

“If the job were easy,” Anselm smiled ruefully, “Then anyone could do it.”

*****

The drone of the airplane engine created a constant background noise as Ron Somer checked his gear again, and then looked out the side.

They were climbing hard as they circled around the kilometer high tower, the sight of the immense spire taking Ron’s breath away. He’d parasailed in the Rockies, and free climbed in the Andes, and done a lot of things that were considered crazy but for all the beautiful sights he’d seen while he was living his life, this was one of the most awesome. He watched the high speed tram as it climbed the outside of the tower, taking tourists to the top of the project tower where they could walk around the relatively narrow boardwalk that hugged the lip of the tower’s huge maw. He’d been there himself a couple days earlier, with his new wife and.

Oops.

Ron blinked, he’d forgotten to tell Adrienne what he was doing.

I’ m a dead man, He groaned, shaking his head as he reached for the portable in his pocket.

No, no, better to wait. There was too much noise here to talk anyway, and he’d have plenty of silence in short order. She knew that he was trying to catch a flight before they had to leave anyway, she’d even been cautiously encouraging.

Ron smiled.

Cautiously encouraging meant that she hadn’t wanted to somehow aggravate the escaped mental patient she felt her new husband had turned into, but it was still cautiously encouraging. He was going to have to get her to come along on some of his jaunts, Ron knew. Thrills were multiplied when they were shared, like all good things in life.

“Almost there!”

The pilot’s yell startled him out of his deep thoughts and refocused his mind on the rush ahead. Ron grinned and raised his fist, “Alright!”

The plane rose over the lip of the tower, still climbing to get high enough above the stack, then slowly leveled out. The pilot turned around in his seat as he headed the plane away from the tower on an even level.

“Alright! I’m gonna turn the plane around in a minute and come back, you’ll jump when I tell you, Got it”

Ron nodded, flashing a thumbs up. “Got it!”

“Don’t get fancy, pull your chord as soon as you’re clear!” The pilot yelled, “That’ll give you time to correct any mistakes you make.the air around the tower has some crazy shears, so watch out for them!”

Ron nodded again, accepting the advice.

“You sure you want to do this!” The pilot yelled again, turning in his seat to look back, “It’s a freaky thing for a beginner!”

“I’m sure!” Ron called back, flashing a thumbs up.

“Alright!” The pilot turned back around and gripped the controls again, “Get ready!”

Ron Somer nodded, checking his gear yet again.

The plane came around in a wide, lazy arc, until it was leading right back into the huge tower as the engine buzzed mindlessly in the background.

“Thirty seconds!” The call came a moment later. “Open the door!”

The co-pilot jumped back, then grabbed the door as he roughly pushed past Ron, sliding it open with a jerk. “Get ready!”

Ron moved to the edge of the plane, grabbing onto the doors at either side. Below him the dust of the desert, the tiny buildings of the city, and shimmering glass of the greenhouse crawled impossibly slowly even as the tower itself seemed to rush in his direction.

“Jump!”

Ron threw himself out the door, screaming a joyous war cry as he flipped clear of the plane’s wing, tucked in a graceful half gainer as he spun and turned in the air. He knew that the pilot had said not to get fancy, but Ron loved to flip and roll as he free fell. After a few seconds though he reached up and yanked the chord to his Para-Pack.

The Para-Pack was something of a cross between a parasail and a para-chute. The airfoil design of the pack was a little more advanced than the chutes of yesteryear, but it was the materials that really made it something else. Lighter and stronger than designers even dreamed of only two decades earlier, the memory plastics knew what shape they were supposed to be and always struggled to return to it when they were set loose.

There was no sudden jerk as the pack deployed, the chords he was hanging by were compressed when in the pack and they absorbed his weight as they let themselves extend to their full length until the sudden snap of the foil above unfolding. In a few seconds, Ron Somer was gliding easily and silently through the wild blue as he grasped the control handles and tugged lightly on them to circle around and line up on his destination.

The Tower.

*****

From the top of the Project tower the view was simply astounding, you could literally see as far as the air would let you in all directions. High powered binoculars, available for rent, would let the visitors see the skyline of Sydney on a spectacularly clear day, though usually the city was obscured by heat shimmers on the horizon.

The Project officials had learned a long time earlier, though, that the view wasn’t the main selling point of the tour.

People loved watching idiots do stupid things, it seemed, so whenever one of the thermies was in the air, which was most of the time despite early efforts to keep them away, there was always a crowd oohing and ahing at the flying men.

This time was no exception as the plane came around and everyone saw the man jump out.

“There he is!”

Someone shouted, completely unnecessarily, and pointed at the figure as he fell in an aerial ballet. It was short lived though, and the gossamer wings of a Para-pack soon appeared in the distance and they could see the man come around toward them.

“He’s really going to go for it!”

The tour guide tried not to roll her eyes, she’d been on this shift for too long to be impressed by the machismo of the Thermies anymore. They were crazy, sure, but it was commonplace to her. In fact, this one was pretty simple actually, with none of the flare most of the show-offs showed.

To the gawkers, though, it was all new and all awesome.

*****

Ron laughed, throwing his head back wildly as he fought a sudden wind shear that tried to shove him off course. It was like the tower had its own defender, determined to only let in those worthy to ride the immense thermals to the sky.

Ron knew wind shear, though, and could compensate as long as they didn’t get much worse.

Ahead of him he could make out people in the observation deck of the tower now, and he imaged he could see them waving and pointing at him. It was too far for that, but he was pretty sure that they would be.

He and Adrienne had been.

Then he was through the shear, swooping over the heads of the onlookers as he crossed the lip of the huge tower and looked down into the maw for the first time.

It was lit inside, and that surprised him for a moment. He’d expected an oppressively dark maw, like a chimney or smokestack, spewing out its heat in anonymity. Not this almost.cheerful blinking of lights as the blades of the turbines endlessly spun within the one hundred meter wide wind tunnel.

Then he suddenly felt jerked in his harness, the Para pack yanking him upwards like a rocket as a flush of warmth suffused him and suddenly, for all the rush and adrenaline he felt this strange sensation of peace and safety.

Do I smell strawberries Ron blinked the thought away, laughing madly at the strange thought as the warm air rushing upwards caught him and spun him, twirled him, cradled him as he shot upwards in its embrace.

Now I’ll call her, Ron chuckled, letting the thermal take him as he let one hand go of the controls and pulled out his portable.

A simple flip let the folded material of the screen snap into position, and he had his wife’s account on his buddy list so the call when through instantly.

“Ron” Her voice was uncertain as she looked out of the screen at him. “Is that you”

“Guess where I am right now!” He yelled, though he probably didn’t have to.

Something about all that extra space seemed to demand that something fill it, even the obnoxious yelling of an adrenaline filled madman.

“How should I.RON!!!”

He laughed as her scream coincided with his flipping the portable upside down and giving her a view of the ground, greenhouse, and tower that was well below him now. He felt like an astronaut on lift off, the world rushing away from him as he climbed for the stars.

“Ron Somer you crazy lunatic!”

Ron was still laughing as he flipped the portable back, “Relax, Adrienne.It’s great! You’ve got to try this!”

“How high up are you!”

He glanced at his altitude gage and shrugged, “Only a couple kilometers.”

Funny. It felt like he’d been climbing faster than that.

“Are you carrying oxygen!”

“Of course!” Ron made a show of taking a breath from his mask. “In fact I’ll have to put it on full time in a moment.”

“You put it on now!”

“But then I couldn’t talk to you, Adrienne my love!” He grinned wildly.

“Ronald Somer you put that mask on now or I will be waiting for you when you get down, and need I remind you that I’m licensed to carry a firearm!”

Ron laughed, but acquiesced and put his mask on. For a few breaths anyway, then he took it off again.

“Ron!”

“Relax, Hon! The tower produces nice warm and oxygen rich air, remember” He chuckled at the outraged look on her face. “I’m fine.”

Adrienne was visibly calming down now, thankfully. While he found her shock amusing for a short while he didn’t want her worried every time he went skydiving or parasailing, it would make for a very rough marriage.

“How high are you now”

Ron frowned, but glanced down just the same.

“Twenty five hundred meters.” He told her a moment later.

Then he frowned.

“What’s wrong”

Ron shook his head, “It’s nothing, Hon.It’s just odd.”

“What’s odd”

“I could have sworn I was higher than tha.”

The sudden shock of his para-pack foil jerking horizontally cut Ron Somer off, and yanked the portable from his hand as a blast of icy cold ripped through the warm comfort he’d enjoyed till then, and suddenly Ron Somer was like a bubble being tossed through a hurricane and air seemed very difficult to find for his lungs.

*****

Anselm Gunnar was looking over the complaint reports and files of the more colorful of the `Thermies’ and was surprised at how much like a movie script some of it read like. “I find it hard to believe that the Tower Project puts up with them.”

“The first Thermies were Project personnel,” Gwen grinned, shrugging. “Later on, there were a couple half-hearted attempts to put a stop to it, but eventually they just gave up. The thermies kind of give the place some character.”

“A lunatic asylum has plenty of character as well. I don’t see the attraction,” Anselm replied wryly.

She laughed, “the tourists love it, love it enough that they get bussed and trucked out here all the time to ride up the tower and watch the thermies ride the plume.”

“More money that way”

Gwen nodded, “Yeah. The Shanty people don’t hold much love for the tourists, but the Tower seems bent on bringing them in. It’s usually some tower peon that keeps suggesting a larger airfield, something to bring them in by the planeload.”

“I’m surprised it hasn’t happened.”

“Major airlines don’t like to fly near the tower.” Gwen explained, “They even routed a couple flights around us because the heat the tower puts up into the sky messes with the Jetstream a bit. Makes things unpredictable for flyers, so we mostly only get the Bush pilots.”

Anselm grunted.

Like the lunatic fool he’d flown in with.

“Most cargo moves around Australia on the road trains anyway,” She shrugged. “I mean, when you take three or four semi-trailers and link them together under a powerful truck, you can haul a lot of stuff.”

“I’ll bet.” Anselm smiled, about to say something else when a buzzer sounded. “What’s that”

“Emergency call. Nine-One-One.” She said, frowning as she turned in her seat and tapped a command into her terminal.

A moment later a stricken-looking blonde was yelling out of it, startling them both.

“Please calm down,” Gwen said softly, but firmly. “What is the nature of the emergency”

“Adrienne!” Anselm snapped, leaning over the desk. “What happened”

“Agent Gunnar! Thank God.” Inspector Adrienne Somer said, calming down. “It’s my husband. He went up in the thermals.I think he had an accident.”

Inspector Dougal immediately began making calls through other lines, getting rescue agencies on the alert, but Anselm felt his face go hard as he started to wonder.


Coincidence

Anselm Gunnar didn’t believe in the beast.

*****

Winds ripped past him at high speeds, slicing through his clothes and into his skin as Ron Somer forced his hand to steady itself long enough to clamp his oxygen mask into place. He was out from over the tower now, the sudden winds had pushed him to the east at high speed as they sliced through him like knives.

He could feel the bite of cold already numbing his limbs as he danced madly under the tough para-pack foil above him.

He thought he was still accelerating, but it was hard to tell. The ground moved so slow under him, deceptively inching along at a turtles pace even though his terrified mind knew that it was much faster.

He had to be in the Jetstream.

It was the only answer, but it didn’t make any sense.

The Jetstream was ten kilometers up, he had only been around three!

Belatedly he looked down at his altimeter, staring at the readout.

Four thousand meters.

His hand gripped around the plastic of the electronic device, gripping it tightly enough that splinters of pain ran up his fingers as they protested the cold and pressure. The plastic cracked.

There was no way that reading was right.

Once you got more than a few hundred feet above the ground it was nearly impossible to tell how high you were by eye, the distance just completely skewed the mind’s perspective so that a para-sailor simply had to rely on his instruments. If they were badly calibrated, he was in serious trouble, but Ron had checked the calibrations himself before he left. It didn’t make any sense!

Ron let go of the offending device and began to struggle with the controls of his para-foil, wrestling to get it to let some of the air go by. To slow himself, and drop free of the stream of biting cold air he was caught in. If he rose any higher.

Ron Somer shuddered, either from that thought or from the cold. He didn’t know which, and didn’t really think that it mattered either.

*****

“The rescue chopper will be in the air in a couple minutes,” Gwen said as she and Anselm rushed out of the station and towards the Eliica parked in its charging nook. “But it’s having trouble tracking him. There are too many flyers in the sky, there’s no way to know which one he is.”

“Adrienne was here on her honeymoon.” Anselm said as he dropped into the Eliica’s passenger seat. “Interpol keeps a GPS lock on their agents.”

“The badges, right We do the same.” Gwen nodded, thumbing the start button, then sliding the electric vehicle into reverse.

Anselm just got the seat restraints on as the vehicle surged back, slamming him forward into the belt. “Right, but most officers like to keep track of their spouses too, at least if they’re doing anything unusual.”

“You think she might have him low-jacked” Gwen smirked.

“If he dropped his portable, it’s our only shot.” Anselm said grimly, fiddling with the computer built into the dash. “I should have remembered earlier. Can you call her from here”

“Don’t touch!” She slapped his hands away, then keyed in an order. “Contact Tower Arms Hotel.”

The computer blinked, then a face appeared almost instantly. “Yes Inspector”

“I need to talk to one of your guests, Adrienne Somer.” Gwen snapped as she drove.

“Right away.”

The tear-streaked face of the Interpol Inspector appeared on the screen a moment later, “Inspector Have you heard anything.”

“Not yet.” Gwen said sharply.

“Adrienne,” Anselm cut in, “We need to know, did you have a GPS unit made up for Ron”

She nodded, “Of course.I don’t know if he took it though.I mean, I trust him.”

“What’s the Serial” Gwen asked instantly.

Adrienne stammered as she got it out while Gwen punched it in. A moment later there was a chime as the computer denoted a satellite lock and showed a map on the screen. Gwen and Anselm frowned at it.

“Where’s that”

“It’s out in the desert.or over it.” She grimaced, “About fifty miles out.”

“He’s moving fast.” Anselm blinked. “Really fast.”

“He’s in the Jetstream.” Gwen cursed, twisting the wheel over and putting the car to the floor.

The acceleration shoved Anselm back into the seat as the electric car quickly climbed past three hundred and fifty kilometers per hour and headed for four hundred while the Inspector pointed it out into the desert.

*****

The wind was still buffeting him around, but Ron didn’t feel so bad anymore.

A little tired, that was all.

His arms were worn out, he was worn out.

Wasn’t much point fighting the wind anyway, it wasn’t so bad. Soothing, rocking him to sleep. Part of Ron was screaming from deep down, yelling at him to keep fighting, but that wasn’t important enough to listen too now.

He was tired.

At least his arms and legs didn’t hurt anymore.

He smiled slightly.

It was too bad Adrienne wasn’t here.

She’d love the view. It was truly spectacular.

*****

“Rescue Alpha One Niner, this is Inspector Dougal, Tower City PD. Come in.”

Gwen kept her hands on the wheels as she drove, and eyes on the road, letting the hands free communications system worry about getting the signal out. The Eliica’s top end of just over four hundred kilometers an hour was the result of years of research into electric motors and Lithium Ion battery technology, but at that speed it was the batteries that kept them on the road and upright.

Stacked low in the chassis of the electric car the batteries provided an incredibly low center of gravity and excellent stability, even at extremely high speeds. Which was important because Anselm was pretty certain that it wasn’t really intended to be doing this kind of speed over the kind of roads that existed through the desert.

On the computer screen the map showed the GPS signal as it rushed out to the east, angling a little to the north, moving almost as fast as the Eliica and without the constraint of the roads. If it speeded up any more, or even if it just stayed up there for much longer, it would easily outpace them and leave them behind in the literal dust of the Australian desert.

Anselm thought of the various ways you could die in the desert and tried desperately to remember what the range of an Eliica was on a full charge.

“Inspector, this is Rescue Alpha One Niner. Do you have any more information on your lost Thermie”

“Roger Rescue, he is carrying a GPS transponder.”

“Well that’s good news isn’t it Do you have the number”

“Roger, stand by.” Gwen said, then proceeded to belt off the number. “Confirm receipt Rescue.”

“Rescue confirms.” The man’s voice said, then came back with a whistle. “Hooo boy, he’s really moving. We might have to call ahead and try to get someone from Alice Springs up and looking for him.”

“Be advised, I am on the ground and in pursuit. The thermie is a skilled para-glider, we’re hoping that he’ll be able to get down out of the stream.”

“Watch your juice, Inspector. You don’t want to get caught out here anymore than he wanted to get caught up there.”

“Roger Rescue. Tower City Police, Out.”

Gwen looked down at the displays in front of her, then over at Anselm. “Relax. We’ve got a five hundred mile range on this thing. We’re not getting stranded.”

Anselm nodded tensely, his eyes on the sky.

There was no way he’d see Ron Somer, ten kilometers up, but he couldn’t help but look anyway.

*****

Abdallah Amir looked up from his work, frowning as the commotion erupted around him.

“What is going on”

Mr. Jacob walked over to him, “A thermie got caught in the Jetstream, Amir. Apparently he was not prepared for the journey.”

“Damn fools.” Amir shook his head tiredly. “I suppose they have called for Rescue, of course”

“Yes Amir,” Jacob replied, “The military base to the north has dispatched one of their helicopters.”

Abdallah sighed in annoyance. It was probably nothing, but he didn’t wish to deal with the Australian military just yet.

Almost.

But not just yet.

“And everyone here is moving, why exactly”

“In case he survives and is returned, they must have the medical facilities ready.”

“Ah.”

Of course.

Abdallah Amir shook his head in irritation, but said nothing else. There was an image to keep up, of course. He left the others to their work, and remained focused on his.

*****

“Gwen.” Anselm spoke softly, but his voice was tense. The incredible speed of the vehicle he was in was trying enough, but the fact that Inspector Dougal insisted on dodging snakes and other animals in the road was downright frightening.

“What is it, Anselm” She asked with a smirk.

By God, she’s enjoying herself!

Anselm shook the thought clear, formulating his words carefully. “You’ve called for a helicopter, right”

She nodded.

“So should we be doing this”

“What do you mean” She frowned.

“I mean.the helicopter is going to get there first isn’t it”

“Oh!” She said in sudden understanding, “Maybe yes, maybe no.”

He must have looked confused, so she went on.

“About fifty fifty that he gets bounced out of the Jetstream in a few minutes,” She said seriously, “This happens every now and then. And the chopper is coming from a military base to the north, it won’t be here for a half hour at least.”

“Oh.”

“If we stay under him as long as we can,” She went on, “We’ve got a decent chance of spotting him if he bounces out of the stream.”

“And if he doesn’t”

“It could carry him around the planet until it finally decides to spit him out somewhere.” She shrugged, “But that won’t happen. No one ever goes very far.”

Anselm nodded, but a stray memory flickered to him. “What about that guy who made it to New Zealand or something”

Gwen laughed, “You mean Stef Bingsly. That idiot fought the stream to STAY in it. Unless this Ron guy is an idiot, he’s not doing that.”

“Ok.” Anselm nodded, glad to understand the logic behind the insane rush.

He was also pleased for another reason, or a couple of them actually.

First he wanted to get to Ron Somer as a courtesy to Inspector Somer, and save the man’s life if it were possible, though Anselm wasn’t certain what he could hope to do to manage that. Second, though, was because he had a suspicion that someone had helped Ron Somer along on his accidental trip.

It just didn’t feel right to him that the husband of an Interpol agent would have such an accident the day he arrived to investigate Abdallah Amir.

He wanted to check Somer’s gear, and he wanted to be the first to do so.

To do either, however, required that Somer drop from the sky sometime very, very soon.

*****

Ten kilometers up, fluttering along like a streamer in the wind, the unmoving body of Ronald Somer bounced and jostled in the wind as it was swept along at almost two hundred kilometers an hour. The winds ripped past him, trying to drag him faster, but the flopping of his body and the instability of the uncontrolled air foil above him just fluttered in response.

The Jetstream snaked above the earth, sometimes dropping as low as ten to fifteen kilometers, or climbing as high as twenty five above the surface of the planet. It traveled at speeds up to and exceeding four hundred kilometers an hour as it snaked its way from the west to the east as it circumvented the earth.

Weather systems were often ruled by the intervention of this stream of cold, fast moving air, bringing rains and winds as it interacted with warmer, slower moving pockets.

Now, though, it ruled one man and ruled him utterly as it flung him contemptuously about until finally tiring of his lifeless form and spat him out like a used-up toy.

*****

“Whoa!”

Gwen hit the brakes, bringing the Eliica to a bone jarring halt, “What!”

“He’s slowed down!” Anselm said, pointing to the map. “You were right, he’s dropped clear.”

“Alright.that makes it easier.” She said, hitting the accelerator again, one eye on the map. “But where is he going to land”

Anselm couldn’t answer that.

Too many variables popped into his mind. Wind, whether he was alive and conscious or not, the shape of his air foil.

Far too many variables to count.

“Not good.”

“What” Anselm looked up at Inspector Dougal, catching the stern look on her face. “What’s not good”

“He’s moving too slow.” She said, “Horizontally at least. I think his airfoil must be shredded.”

“Lovely.” Anselm gritted, “Just lovely.”

“It’ll make catching him easier,” She said after a moment, her voice darkly ironic.

“Yeah, but it’s going to make his landing a real bitch.”

Gwen Dougal just nodded as she tried to mentally plot the likely point where the man was going to come down.

It would be in the desert, certainly. The odds against him coming down out on the road were, well, ludicrous. Unfortunately the Eliica, while a master of the road, was somewhat poorer in sand. She’d take the car out on one of the side roads if she had too, there were a lot of them and the local off-roaders kept them well packed, so she could probably do it.

It would likely score the hell out of the bottom of the patrol car, however.

Gwen sighed, a long and suffering sound. She loved the Eliica, but it was a police vehicle after all. It had its duty, and she had hers.

*****

Kamir grinned widely as he watched the commotion kick up around him, knowing full well what it was all about. The rescue vehicles were being manned, tough off roaders that served dual purposes as toys most of the time and occasionally were pressed into service by community-minded drivers when one of the Thermies got tossed by the Stream.

Normally he’d be part of it, but Kamir didn’t feel like it today.

Better that he not be there when the body came down, he might laugh when he saw it.

That wouldn’t do at all.

*****

“There!” Anselm pointed to the sky, his finger crunching into the windscreen of the Eliica. “I see something.”

Gwen nodded, gritting her teeth as a rock scored what she bet was a deep gouge in the underside of the electric car.

A gas car this low would have been stopped already, caught up on something from beneath, or with half its exhaust scattered a quarter mile behind it. The Ellica had a solid and, previously, smooth bottom that skidded off the occasional object as long as at least a few of its eight tires had some traction.

They weren’t getting any speed, by her standards anyway, and the Eliica might accelerate like a jet but it wasn’t built to be airborne as often as they were either. It plowed through a drift of blown sand and dust, covering the windscreen with the stuff, but she kept the pedal down and the powerful motors, combined with momentum, pushed them through.

She resisted the urge to muddy the dust with the wipers and washers, and let the wind blow it off a few moments later, driving but peering through an opening in the dirt.

“Where” She growled, twisting her head from side to side.

“Just ahead and to the right!”

“Damn!”

“What”

“There’s no road over there!” She growled, cursing a blue streak. “Not even a dirt track like this one.”

“He’s coming down fast.”

She snarled and twisted the wheel, sending the specially designed road car off-road and into the bush. The ride got even worse from there, the constant harsh grinding from under them practically bringing tears to Inspector Dougal’s eyes as she fought the wheel of the horribly expensive car and tried to keep an eye out for the falling man.

Finally she spotted him ahead and she had to agree with Anselm. He was coming down fast.

Too fast.

The Eliica protested, screeching it’s horror at the treatment it was receiving as she bounced it over a rock in their road, scoring the undercarriage again, but she ignored it and put the pedal to the floor.

They came to a skidding stop a couple minutes later, just as the body dropped from the sky, the ragged and ripped airfoil fluttering behind it like a child’s streamer.

Both officers winced as the body struck the ground feet first and just crumpled into the dust of the desert, the multicolored wreck of memory plastic raining down around it for several seconds later.

Both threw open the doors of the Eliica and jumped out, rushing forward to the fallen figure as it lay unmoving on the ground ahead of them.






Chapter 3
“Rescue Alpha One Niner, this is Tower City PD Unit. Come back, over.”

Anselm walked forward as Gwen called into her portable, contacting the rescue helicopter. He kept part of his mind tuned into the conversation, but first he had some distasteful business to deal with.

The body was covered in the multicolored memory plastic that had made up the airfoil Ronald Somer had flown on, and Anselm had to pull the tattered fabric out of the way as he gingerly stepped in.

Somer’s legs were folded up under him, obviously broken in the fall, and tucked almost invisibly under the slump of his body as it lay on its side, one arm flat under it while the other splayed out as if pointing to something.

Anselm grimaced as he dropped to one knee near the body and gently tugged the plastic oxygen mask off and pushed his fingers down to the throat.

He froze then, feeling something under his fingers.

At first he thought he’d imagined it, then he felt it again.

“God!” He yelled over his shoulder, “He’s alive!”

Gwen’s voice picked up an urgency that hadn’t been there before, informing the chopper pilot of the change in status.

Anselm checked the man more closely, running his hands along the man’s neck and spine first. There didn’t seem to be any obvious breaks, but it was impossible to be sure. From the way he’d hit the ground, Anselm figured that Ronald had to have been unconscious at the time of impact. A mercy that had probably preserved the man’s life.

“Have you got a kit in the car” He called over his shoulder.

“Coming!” Gwen called from where she had already run back to where they had plowed the Eliica into the dirt.

Moments later she was at his side, unfolding the compact emergency kit that had been stored in the back of the vehicle. They strapped the plastic board to his back and neck first, gently lifting it into place and wrapping the Velcro straps around him, and only then did they turn Ronald Somer over onto his back.

“How is he” She asked as Anselm examined Somer’s face.

“Don’t look at his eyes.” Anselm said grimly, blocking her view.

“What” She demanded, pushing past him until she caught sight of the man’s face and froze. “Oh my god!”

Somer’s goggles had been battered aside, probably during the entry into the stream leaving visible ice where crystals had formed around his eyes and hadn’t thawed yet, freezing the fluid with millions of glittering ice crystals. She covered her mouth as she looked away, breathing deeply as she focused instead on his lower extremities.

“Legs are busted in a dozen places.” Gwendolyn muttered as she cut away the slick material of his pants.

“Upper body seems mostly intact. His legs took the worst of it, but he’s not breathing well yet.Color is a little blue.”

“Oxygen in the kit.”

“Right.” Anselm grabbed the small bottle of oxygen along with its plastic mask and fitted it over Ron’s mouth and nose as he twisted the bottle open.

Anselm shook his head as he looked for broken ribs, “I can’t believe he survived that fall.he was over ten kilometers up!”

“Fallacy.” Gwen said simply, not looking up.

“What”

“It’s a fallacy that altitude has anything to do with it.” She said, “You hit terminal velocity in free fall at about fifty-five meters per second. Five hundred feet or Fifty thousand, it’s the same thing to physics, the only difference is how long you have to enjoy the view.”

“Yeah well, he still hit damned hard.” Anselm rolled his eyes.

“The plastic was working like a drogue, and he wasn’t conscious when he hit.” Gwen told him, “Under the circumstances, that was his best chance at survival. He didn’t stiffen up, so his legs took the damage.”

“I’ll take your word for it.” Anselm told her as he finished checking Somer’s upper body. “I don’t think he’s bleeding internally, but I’d like a professional opinion on that.”

“Chopper will be here in less than fifteen minutes,” she said instantly. “That’s the best they can do.”

Anselm cursed but nodded as he checked Ron’s arms, wincing as he found the first break. “Man, if he makes it I do not envy him the pain his recovery time is going to inflict.”

“If he makes it he’ll be bloody well lucky to experience any pain at all.” Gwen growled, “Damn fool thing to do, gallivanting around the thermals without proper gear. He should have had a cold suit, at the very least. You don’t strictly need a vacuum suit up that high if you have air, but you should at least dress warm.”

Anselm looked at the flimsy skydiver gear the man wore, well, flimsy in comparison to what he should have had, and was forced to agree. He paused before saying so, however, when he found Somer’s hand locked in a death grip around a piece of electronics.

“What’s this” He asked as he pried the fingers off the cracked plastic one by one.

“It’s an altimeter,” she said, looking over.

Anselm looked at it for a moment, punching the `on’ button but the OLED display remained dead so he just pocketed it instead.

“Find something”

“Don’t know. Check it out when I get the chance,” he told her. “You done”

Gwen nodded, “Best I can do.”

“Alright. Help me hook up your Emergency Response Unit to him and we’ll take turns watching him until the chopper arrives.”

“Right on.”

They moved quickly, attaching the ERU to the injured man’s chest and quickly turning it on. Developed specifically for First Responder Units, the Emergency Response Unit monitored the patient constantly, applying CPR automatically if needed, as well as oxygen, defibrillation, and other emergency lifesaving protocols.

Once the ERU was attached, there was nothing to do but sit and wait.

*****

Abdallah Amir didn’t look up from his lab computer when Jacob walked in, he didn’t care what the other man had to say, at the moment. What he was doing was too important.

“Amir, they found the Thermie.”

Abdallah sighed, sliding the binocular extension arm of his microscope away. “And this affects me, how”

“His name was Ronald Somer,” Jacob said. “His wife is an Interpol Inspector. They were here on their honeymoon.”

Amir froze in mid-motion, his hand inches from the sealed container he had been studying. When he spoke his voice was cold as ice, “Say that again.”

“His wife is an Interpol Inspector.” Jacob communicated the important information a second time.

Abdallah grimaced, pushing himself away from his work, his hands clenching into fists.

“What happened” He demanded, turning around and glaring at the large man.

Jacob didn’t flinch, though he did pause a moment before speaking. “We don’t know yet. It’s possible it was an accident.”

“What does that matter!” Amir blasted, “Interpol will be all over this either way! They send in an agent and one of their own gets killed the same day!”

“He wasn’t technically one of their own.”

“He married an Inspector!” Amir growled, “That makes him Interpol as far as this is concerned.”

The terrorist growled, shaking his head. “God damn them. I don’t have time for this.”

*****

The helicopter had set down a short distance away, just moments ahead of the sudden influx of off-road vehicles that had arrived as part of the Shanty search effort.

“Holy crap, Inspector!” One of the drivers of that effort chuckled as he looked at the battered squad car. “You did a real number on your car here.”

“Don’t remind me, Don,” Gwen sighed, gesturing to Anselm. “Look, Anselm, why don’t you catch a ride with the chopper. It’ll take Somer back to the Project. They have a good hospital there.I’m sure that his wife would appreciate having a fellow Interpol Officer around.”

“What about you” Anselm asked, nodding in agreement.

“I’ll stay here,” she sighed, jerking a thumb at her car. “I need to arrange a tow for the Eliica, anyway.”

Anselm shot her a wry smile. “Good luck with that.”

She flashed him what may have been a rude gesture as Anselm hooked a hand into the side of the chopper and climbed aboard. One of the paramedics tossed him a helmet, which he put on.

“Get us out of here!” He told them.

“On our way.” The pilot returned over the helmet communications system, powering up the engine and easing up the collective.

The roar of the chopper flooded out all sound as the big Black Hawk lifted off, leaning into the turn, and accelerated away toward the distant tower.

*****

Inspector Adrienne Somer was waiting when the chopper landed, but Anselm intercepted her and held her back as the paramedics rushed him off the chopper and into the medical facilities.

“Let me go!” She yelled, and Anselm could see where her eyes were still red from crying earlier.

She wasn’t crying now, though, she was focused on getting past him.

“Adrienne.Let them do their job.Adrienne.Inspector!”

That last cracked out like an order and froze her for a moment as the medics completed their jobs and vanished from sight. She looked after them, face stricken and shaking.

“There’s nothing you can do just now. Let the doctors do their best for him.” Anselm told her, hooking an arm around her shoulders and turning to follow the paramedics into the hospital facility.

“I don’t.this can’t.” Adrienne was shaking now, a reaction that Anselm was used to. She was dropping off the adrenaline surge that had hit her body when she was worried about her husband, now that she knew what had happened and didn’t need to be on alert anymore. The result was the shakes, and he figured that she’d be like that for a while.

“Come on, let’s get a cup of tea while we wait, alright” He suggested as they walked the neutral two-tone corridors of the hospital facility.

She nodded dully and Anselm caught the eye of a nurse and made a gesture toward his mouth like he was drinking. She pointed around a corner, her eyes watching Mrs. Somer with concern. The by-play went unnoticed by Adrienne Somer, as Anselm guided her around the corner and toward the vending machines that sat against the far wall.

He sighed, figuring that it was too much to hope for, to get real tea, but decided that this would do. There was something automatically healing about cupping a warm mug in your hand while you worried about something else. He paid the machine for the drinks, noting that the plastic cups they had here were both large and sported a nice strong handle, and brought them over to where Adrienne was sitting in one of the waiting room chairs.

“I don’t understand.” She whispered, “Ron was always doing this sort of thing.He knew to be careful, he was careful. How could this happen”

“I don’t know, Adrienne.” Anselm confessed, wrapping her hands around the first mug while he sat next to her and gripped his own.

“How is he” She asked, sounding like she was afraid of the answer.

Anselm didn’t blame her.

“Alive.” He said, “I can’t say more than that. We’ll have to wait.”

She nodded dully, slowly sipping at the tea in her hands.

Anselm noted the silence that fell only a few minutes after both of them had stopped speaking, but didn’t break it, when he did notice. As the silence deepened, he saw that Adrienne was lost entirely in her own world right now and sighed softly in response. He was no good at this, there should be family members or friends or something here to do the sitting thing.

He shifted his weight, trying to get comfortable in the padded seat, and was abruptly made aware of the weight in his pocket. He fished it out, remembering that he’d pocketed Ron’s altimeter when he’d taken from the man’s hands. Mostly, he’d done so simply to avoid losing any evidence, as whatever strap had once been used to secure it to Somer’s harness must have snapped in the fall. But since he now had it he might as well check it out.

The OLED display still wasn’t lighting up, which was odd. OLED technology was a lot tougher than the LCD displays it had replaced, and it didn’t crack the way it used to happen with LCD screens. Anselm pulled out his portable and flipped it open with a casual twist of his wrist, then tapped in the serial number on the back of the altimeter and did a search.

Ah.

That’s what he wanted to know. The Altimeter had a wireless option for programming, as most of the tiny electronics did of late. If it still had power, then he could probably mirror the display on his portable. He checked the battery, flipped open his portable and linked into the system remotely.

Anselm frowned.

That couldn’t be right.

The mirror display on his portable read out as over two kilometers below sea level. Ron Somer was an experienced para-sailor, he’d never have missed something that blatant.

Maybe it was damaged in the fall, Anselm thought, tapping a command into his portable. A moment later the Altimeter’s self-diagnostic went by and returned a clean bill of health. Well hell.

At this point Anselm was stymied. He was a counter terrorist specialist, not a computer tech, and there was something wrong here.

“What’s that”

The dull voice startled Anselm for a moment, and he found himself looking over at Adrienne as she pulled herself out of her quiet little world and looked at him.

He thought about lying, thought about just saying nothing, but finally decided to treat he like a professional colleague.

“It’s Ron’s altimeter isn’t it” She asked before he could speak.

Anselm had to resist the urge to speak. Of course, she could always beat him to it and force him to treat her like a professional colleague.

He nodded.

“What’s wrong with it” She asked.

“I don’t know.” He told her honestly, not bringing up the details. “Probably damaged in the fall.”

She nodded, “Oh.”

“I’m going to mirror its software and shoot it over to a guy I know, though.” Anselm said, calling up his buddy list and opening a connection through the portable. “Just to be sure.”

Adrienne nodded as the semi-circular screen lit up and a face peered out of it. “Selm Izzat you Do you have any idea what time it is!”

“Can it, Richie.” Anselm replied with an almost good-natured tone, “I’ve got some software from a Korningsworth Altimeter I want you to check out.”

“Huh What”

“Software. Mirrored from an altimeter. Check it out.” Anselm said slowly, more slowly than he needed to in fact, and the man on the other side bristled in response.

“Christ, Selm, don’t you go getting uppity with me! It’s three AM here, for God’s sake!”

“Just check the software and let me know what you find, ok”

The man nodded, “Fine. Look, what am I looking for”

“Just compare it to the Vee One point Oh version and see what changes have been made, if any.” Anselm told the man, “Then get back to me, ‘k”

“‘K.” The man sighed, blinking away his sleep and reaching for a contact lens case. “On it, Selm.”

“Thanks.” Anselm said, shutting down the connection.

Adrienne licked her lips, looking at Anselm. “You think someone did this to him”

“Maybe.” He admitted slowly, “I don’t know.but.”

“But you don’t believe in coincidence. Right”

“Right.” He nodded.

“Neither do I.” She said after a moment, taking a breath. “Agent Gunnar.If you find out someone did this to my husband.”

“It’ll be handled.” He promised quietly.

She shook her head, “No. I want to handle it.”

“Inspector, that’s not a good idea.” Anselm shook his head, “Besides which, you will be needed here with Ron.”

The blond looked stricken, caught between two desires. Anselm sympathized with her entirely, knowing that the desires were not only conflicting, but the desire for revenge was entirely more tempting than the desire to be by her injured husbands side. Revenge meant action, it meant more strength drawn from her will and her mind’s bag of tricks. It meant not having to face the long will-sapping hours of sitting by the side of a man who may not survive.

“He’ll need you when he wakes up.” Anselm said softly.

Adrienne remained silent for a time, then nodded almost imperceptibly.

“I know,” she whispered.

*****

“What is the status on the Interpol husband” Abdallah Amir asked as he walked up behind Mr. Jacob.

“Badly injured, but it appears that he will survive. Whether he will be able to walk again is another matter.”

Amir grimaced, “Damn it.”

“I didn’t know you cared, Amir.”

“Of course I care. The only thing worse than a dead man, is a live martyr to bring every bleeding heart down on us like raining bricks.” Abdallah Amir growled, “This is an intolerable situation.Only days from the completion of the project, and now this.”

“We have everything prepared, Amir.we could increase the time table.”

“No.” Amir shook his head, “We can’t. We need the people inside the Project for that, and the celebration isn’t for four more days.”

“We could force them to.”

“How” Amir demanded, “There are eighty thousand people in the outer ring of the city, how do you propose to force them At best you would get a few thousand, while scattering the rest like untended sheep. No, they have to be lured in.”

“I apologize, Amir.” Jacob said quietly.

“Forget it.” Abdallah replied, shaking his head. “For now we’ll remain as we are and hope that this blows over. Find out what happened to that Interpol man, Jacob. I want to know if this is an obstacle set by God, or by man.”

Jacob nodded.

“And Jacob”

“Yes Amir”

“If it is an obstacle set by man, and not God.send that man to meet God.”

“As you say, Amir.”

Patience was a virtue, but Abdallah’s patience had practical limits.

*****

“Mrs. Somer”

“That’s me.” Adrienne looked up at the nurse, a hopeful gleam in her eyes.

“Your husband is in the Intensive Care Unit now.If you’d like to see him.”

“Yes please.”

The nurse smiled, “This way. The Doctor would like a word with you before you go in.”

Adrienne nodded, and started off while Anselm caught the nurse’s attention.

“Yes Sir”

“Excuse me, Nurse, but do you know where I can find the gear Mr. Somer was wearing when he came in” Anselm asked, flashing his Interpol ID.

*****

Inspector Gwendolyn Dougal groaned in sympathy pains as her Eliica was yanked up hard by the tow rope they’d attached to one of the four-wheeler trucks, the patrol car twisting slightly under the pressure.

“Sorry Gwen.” Donald Smitts grinned sympathetically, “Gotta do it.”

“Yeah, I know Don. Thanks.”

“Hey, no troubles. Right, Gwen” The man shrugged, clapping his hands clean. “You’ve been out here for us other times, we’ll be here for you.”

“Yeah, well.thanks anyway.” She smiled, rubbing the back of her head, ruffling up her red hair.

Don Smitts just chuckled, “As you wish. You ready to move out”

“Just hang on a sec, ok I want to make sure that we’ve cleared the scene,” she told him. “By tomorrow, if we get any wind, this place will just be another slice of the desert.”

“Ain’t that the truth. Alright, me and Jackie will be waiting when you get back.”

“Thanks.” She said again, walking over to where the para-sailor had struck, noting that the sun was starting to set.

She didn’t have a lot of time, given that the dark out this far could be very dark and most of the four-wheelers had gone and taken their flood lights with them. Of the ones that were still here, few of the drivers would want to be sitting still while their batteries ran down for her.

The impression in the ground where the man had struck was relatively small, but fairly deep. His legs had folded up under him, absorbing a lot of the energy, though breaking in the process. All around that indent were the light patterns in the sand where the memory plastic of the para-foil had rubbed the sand in one direction or another.

She pulled out her flashlight and started to play the powerful light across the ground to counter the growing shadows.

“Whatcha looking for”

Gwen started, almost jumping out of her skin as the young voice popped up behind her. “God Jackie, don’t do that!”

Jackie Smitts grinned at her, shrugging in a manner that was probably supposed to be innocently endearing. Luckily, Gwen knew the girl too well to fall for that.

“Sorry.”

Gwen shook her head, “I’m just looking over the site before a wind comes up and wipes it.”

“Looking for anything special”

“No, just making sure we didn’t miss anything.”

“See anything”

Gwen smiled softly in the dimming light, but shook her head. “No, it looks like we got everything.”

“Can I keep this”

Gwen’s head snapped around to see that Jackie was playing with a plastic housing that was trailing wire leads. “Where’d you get that”

“Over there.” The teen jerked her head over her shoulder, indicating a short distance from the crash site. “Stuck in a bank.”

“I’ll have to take it, Jackie.”

“Aww.”

Gwen grinned, “Look, if it’s nothing you’ll get it back. Ok”

“It’s never nothin,” the girl complained, but idly tossed the housing to Gwen.

She caught it awkwardly, just managing to hook it against her body as she juggled it and the flashlight. Gwen braced it as quickly as she could, then played the light over it and frowned to herself. Didn’t look like much, just a plastic box with some wires, but it could have been part of his gear, she supposed.

“Done yet” Jackie asked rather loudly.

“Jackie!” Donald Smitts came around the tailgate of his four wheeler and glared at his daughter and legacy. “Stop bothering the Inspector! I told you to wait in the truck!”

Jackie shrugged and giggled, “Oops.”

Gwen watched the young teen run back off, wondering at the fact that she was out here at all. Most fathers wouldn’t bring their daughters out to where they might reasonably expect to find a corpse if they did their job correctly.

Most fathers weren’t Donald Smitts, though, who had brought up their daughters in the outback with a rifle in the rucksack with them every night before they went to sleep. Nor did most fathers have daughters like Jackie Smitts, who habitually rode the thermals of the Project herself.

Gwen shook her head and clipped off the flashlight, finally turning away from the crash site and walking back to where her ride home was waiting.

*****

“Oh Lord above,” Kamir chortled to himself as he swallowed a pull of whisky from the shot glass. “I wish I’d been able to see that cop’s face when the Stream yanked him up short and threw him long.”

His drinking partner smirked, “Must have been some ride.”

The two were in a semi-private booth in the Blue Yonder, a local pub/club that catered to the Jetstream set. The place was still pretty much empty since most everyone was out looking for the man who’d gotten caught in the stream, but they were speaking low just the same.

Low for a pair who’d been ordering whiskey with lager chasers since late afternoon.

Not that either of them had said anything to incriminate themselves before a court of law, at least not as anything other than a pair of assholes, grade one.

The thing is, sometimes, there are worse things than the law to worry about.

Neither of them noticed the bartender making a discreet call after he’d served up the latest round.

*****

Anselm Gunnar groaned quietly as he dug through the reams of shredded material that had been left of Ron Somer’s clothing and gear. They’d stripped the Para-pack themselves back at the crash site, and thrown it aboard a four wheeler at Gwen’s suggestion, so most of the stuff here was just his clothing. His harness was here also, cut by the doctors shears until it resembled a do it yourself kit rather than a fully assembled product.

Even if he knew what he was looking for, Anselm didn’t think he’d be able to find it in the mess that was left. If the gear had been cut prior to the accident, it was well and truly disguised now.

What he needed was a full forensics lab and experienced team to go over all the junk, but that was one thing that he just didn’t have. Maybe if he stepped on the panic button, but unless he wanted to bring in the team that was waiting for his order in Sydney, well he was on his own.

That left the altimeter to deal with, however. Anselm supposed it was possible that the device had been damaged in the fall, it certainly had visible damage from the fall. But he couldn’t see how that might damage the software, and the hardware seemed to check out.

That only left sabotage as viable option.


But why Ronald

If anyone, it should have been him, or Adrienne. Anselm had looked at Ron’s file, and the man was a lawyer. A defense attorney at that, not even a prosecutor. His only connection to Interpol was Adrienne.


Unrelated sabotage

Someone who disliked Ron himself Something that had nothing to do with Anselm’s investigation

It seemed unlikely, but he couldn’t discount it.

Investigating Ronald Somer’s `accident’ wasn’t part of his reason for being in at Tower City, but neither could he ignore it because it might be connected somehow. It wasn’t like Abdallah, however, and Anselm knew the man’s profile forwards and backwards. This smacked of an amateur, if it was connected, and that might mean that Abdallah wasn’t here alone.

Anselm shook his head, thinking about the variables that were plaguing him as he drew out his portable and began to record the state of Ron’s gear for the second time that day.

An Agent’s portable computer was a couple generations ahead of the average civilians in many places, and several behind in others. It had decent processing power, but not as much as the high end products sold to consumers of late so the compact computer had to offload a lot of processing requests to the Grid. The same held true of memory space, Anselm’s little pocket pal could hold over a terabyte of data, but that was paltry compared to what was currently available on the market.

In fact, in all the major areas by which the consumer market graded their electronics, Anselm’s computer wasn’t very special at all. Decidedly middle of the line, and it would be quite a bit under the `low end’ of computer standards before he’d trade it in on a new portable.

Anselm’s pocket system did do a few things that consumer models didn’t, however. It was hard coded with his biometrics, for example, literally built from the ground up for him and him alone. He was the only person on the planet who could make use of it, aside from the forensics techs back at the lab and they had to tear it apart to do anything with it.

It could record full motion video in High Definition, snap images on an OCD sensor that were well into the gigapixel range, and instantly broadcast those to Anselm’s network office where he always had a backup of any files he made in the field. It also scanned fingerprints, ran any of the software stored on the Central Police Network, and did any number of tasks that had once been strictly relegated to a lab.

For most people their Portable was a toy, an organizer at most, but for Anselm Gunnar it was as much part of his job as the gun he wore clipped to his belt.

One of the things it couldn’t do, unfortunately, was analyze DNA. He could type out blood samples, and do checks for gunpowder and such with it, but that wasn’t what he needed now.

Anselm made a note to check with Adrienne when she had a moment to see if Ronald had brought his own suit with him. If he had, maybe there would be some evidence on it that might be useful.

In the meantime he grabbed the shredded suit and stuffed it into a plastic bag he’d made the nursing staff give him, taped the bag shut, and scribbled a note on it.

Then he turned on the faucet of the sink in the room, and scrubbed off the micro-polymer second skin he’d sprayed over his hands to keep his own DNA off the suit. It wasn’t as good as a plain old fashioned pair of latex gloves, in Anselm’s opinion, but medical facilities had moved over to the Second Skin for most procedures a while ago, and Anselm didn’t make a habit of carrying rubber gloves wherever he went.

*****

Abdallah Amir looked over the results through the powerful electron microscope and nodded in satisfaction.

It had taken years to perfect the idea he’d had so long ago, and almost as long to locate the perfect place to deploy it.

Well, perfection wasn’t obtainable unfortunately.

For best effect it would have been much more desirable to use an India or Chinese location, however neither of those countries had the desire or drive to construct a marvel like the Tower.

When Amir had heard of the project, it had been so long ago, his thoughts were that it was just another toy. Something that could only be dreamed up by people whose heads weren’t in the real world. Green power was all fine and such, but the limitations in placement of the concept made it inherently pointless for the places that used a majority of the world’s electricity.

Besides, Abdallah liked nuclear power plants. They had long provided him with the tools to wage his personal war.

When he saw the details of the Tower here in Australia, however, he knew he’d found something even better.

*****

It was late by the time Inspector Dougal made it back to the city and went to the project medical facilities. She found Agent Gunnar waiting in the hall, talking over his portable and quickly moved up to him. He noticed her from a short distance off and said good bye to the person he was dealing with, flipped the semi-circular screen shut and slid the compact computer into a belt pouch.

“Hey,” She greeted him, “What’s the news on our boy”

“The doctors think that he’ll live.” Anselm replied, his voice grim. “No word on recovery time, or how far he’ll be able to come back.”

She nodded, rubbing a hint of beaded sweat from her forehead. “One of the response people found a box near where he fell, looks like some electronics but it’s nothing I’ve seen on any other thermies around here.”

Anselm nodded, his expression pensive. “I just heard back from one of my people in Zurich. He’s a computer specialist, and I sent him a mirror of Ron’s altimeter software.”

“And”

“Sabotage.” Anselm said grimly, “according to my guy someone re-coded the software with an altitude trigger. Basically it worked fine during all the pre-jump tests, but once it reached a certain height it began to introduce an increasing error into the system. The higher he went, the bigger the error.”

“That’s pretty sophisticated.”

Anselm shrugged, “depends. The way things are now, a lot of stuff that required a doctorate twenty years ago is child’s play today. I don’t think that we’re dealing with someone sophisticated here.despite the technical prowess, this was clumsy in so many ways I’m starting to lose track.”

“How so” Gwen asked, curious.

Anselm glanced around the hospital halls, not wanting his conversation to become part of the local rumor mill, and then began to tick things off on his fingers. “First, a sophisticated person would have covered their tracks better. It’s hard to do, but this person didn’t even try. It’s like he didn’t think anyone would look at the instruments.”

“Maybe he didn’t think anyone would find the body.”

“Even so, it’s clumsy.” Anselm shook his head, “also, there was the fact that Ron was attacked at all. Why Ron”

Gwen shook her head, “Personal motive is always possible.but I take it that you’re thinking something else.”

“The same day I arrive to locate Abdallah” Anselm shook his head, “Too much.”

Gwen wasn’t certain she agreed, but on the other hand there was remarkable little crime in Tower City. Those who lived in the Shanties wanted to be there, and had made a conscious decision to come to the middle of the outback. That made a big difference when you compared it to cities where people grew up feeling trapped by the world in which they had been born.

What little crime they did have was mostly of the youthful variety. Joyrides where a problem, though easy enough to track given the paucity of local vehicles, as were the Thermies and their occasional `challenges’ like free climbing the tower. Some domestic crime existed, of course, but that was rare too.

In fact, she was pretty certain that this event was the Project’s first attempted murder.

So perhaps Anselm was right, the seeming odds weren’t exactly screaming in favor of this being an isolated event.

“So you think that Abdallah Amir is behind it.”

That was where Anselm grimaced and shook his head, “It doesn’t fit. Abdallah is more careful than this. He doesn’t make mistakes very often, and when he does it’s almost never something this blatant. In London, we closed in on him because his inside man in the Japanese Embassy got clumsy, made a call on a tapped line. No, this doesn’t have his touch.”

“What does Mr. Amir do then”

“He specializes in nuclear terrorism.” Anselm replied after a moment’s thought. “Which, to be honest, makes me wonder what he would be doing here anyway”

Gwen nodded in agreement. It didn’t make much logical sense to her, to be certain. What would a nuclear terrorist be doing around a Solar Power Plant There weren’t even any nuclear materials for hundreds of miles, barring the hospital’s diagnostic equipment and some smoke detectors.

“No one would think to look for the world’s leading nuclear terrorist in the middle of the world’s largest solar power plant,” she offered. “Maybe that’s why.”

“It’s possible, but I’m not buying it,” Anselm shook his head. “Not before Ron’s `accident’, and certainly not now.”

Unfortunately, Gwen couldn’t say with any degree of honesty that she was buying it either.

*****

Adrienne Somer tried to breathe evenly through the shakes, as she sat at the side of the bed her husband laid in. He looked lifeless to her, a long distance from the man she’d woken up with just that morning. The man who had been so excited about sailing the ultimate thermal, and had begged her to come along. She’d begged off, telling him that she had to meet Agent Gunnar that morning, but the truth was that she hadn’t wanted to go up that high.

She did parasailing herself, on occasion, as well as many of the sports that Ronald was so enthused about, but she wasn’t as committed to it as he was. For her it was a diversion, a way to relax after a stressful case. When she wrapped a case, gave her testimony in court, and closed the file she liked to do something, anything, to clear it from her system.

She’d gone diving in the Med, skiing in the Alps, and had met Ron on a trip to Colorado where she had tried parasailing, for the first time.

He’d been, well, far more into the adrenaline rush than she was.

Ronald loved the rush, lived for it, even. He got a small hint of it in court when he won a case, but he’d always said that it was on the edge where he felt alive.

He didn’t look alive now.

Adrienne wondered how he’d felt when it was happening, the situation gone out of control, the winds beating at him, tearing apart his only lifeline. Had he felt alive then Had it been worth it, in some bizarre way, to him

It wasn’t worth it to her.

She reached up and pushed the hair back from his forehead, careful not to touch the gauze packs that covered both his eyes. The doctor had said that he had suffered corneal damage from the ice, and that surgery would be required. There was a lot of surgery in Ron’s future.

“Come on, Ron. Honey.I love you. Please don’t die on me,” she whispered.

How many other people had uttered those words Please don’t die on me. It was the same line you heard in ever second movie out of Hollywood, a phrase that had always sounded kind of made up to Adrienne, in the past.

Now she just wanted him to listen to it. To hear it.

All she had to listen to was the steady beep, beep, beep that, along with the hiss of gas, told her he was still alive. His heart was beating, he was breathing.

Then his hand moved.

Her breath caught in her throat, and she grabbed his hand quickly.

“Ron” She asked, softly but urgently. “Ron”

“Love you, too.”

His words were slurred, almost incomprehensibly, but it didn’t matter. She knew what he’d said, and didn’t need mere sound to carry the words to her. She gripped his hand and he squeezed back.

“Can’t.” He licked his lips, “Can’t see.”

“You have bandages over your eyes. Do you know what happened” She asked softly.

His head moved slightly. “Fell.”

“That’s right. You did.” She was trying not to sob.

It would have been in relief, perhaps, but he didn’t need to hear her crying. Not now.

“‘K.,” he started to say something, the beeping on the monitor suddenly jumping all over the place.

“Don’t talk. You need your rest,” she told him, looking over as the nurses’ station began to buzz with activity.

The nurses were rushing in now, his heart rate had alerted them to his change of status and they were milling around, as they checked everything over and over again. One of them made to move her away, but Ron wouldn’t let go of her hand.

“Kamir,” he whispered, his voice so soft she almost missed it.

“What What’s kamir” She asked, leaning over a nurse.

“Who.” He started to say, but his grip was growing slack then and his voice slurred badly.

Adrienne looked over to see a nurse pull a syringe from the IV connected to his arm and recognized it as morphine. Ron’s hand fell away a moment later, his faculties slipping away as the drug powered through his system. She knew from personal experience that keeping your mind focused while on morphine was nearly impossible. It didn’t actually kill the pain, just made it something the mind couldn’t focus on.

She let him go and let the nurses push her aside finally.

Ron was sleeping again, but he’d been awake. He’d known her, he’d said he loved her.She’d told him the same.

She felt like a weight had been taken from her chest.

He’d been awake. He would be okay.

*****

Gwendolyn Dougal sighed as she poured over the information displayed on her portable, then compared it to what Anselm was looking at, on his own.

“I don’t think we’re getting anywhere right now,” she said finally. “It may be time to call it a night.”

Anselm nodded in grudging agreement.

He hated the idea of letting it sit after what had happened to Ronald Somer, but there came a point of diminishing returns when you began to work past the point where the human body drew the line between performance and endurance.

“Alright,” he nodded. “Let’s check in with Adrienne, then call it a night. I want to make sure that she’s okay.”

Gwen nodded in agreement and the two of them got up, out of the uncomfortable hospital chairs and walked down the hall toward the nurse’s station.

The commotion they saw when they arrived started them moving a bit faster, eyes looking sharply around for Adrienne Somer, with some concern. The found her standing outside the ICU ward, wringing her hands, but with a look of relief on her face.

“Inspector.Adrienne” Anselm caught himself, slowing his approach as Gwen did the same. “Is everything.”

“He woke up,” she said softly.

Anselm let out a breath of relief. The fact that he woke up was a good sign, at least in his experience. “That’s great.”

“He spoke.He said something, I don’t understand.”

Anselm raised an eyebrow slightly, listening to the tone of her voice. Adrienne was still emotional, but he could hear the puzzling tone of an Inspector in her voice, someone trying to work out a clue. “What did he say”

“Kamir.” She said with a puzzled frown, “I tried to ask him what a Kamir was, but all he said before the medication took over was `who’.”

“Thermie.” Gwen said grimly. “Kamir Osam is a one of the Thermies. He’s been run in on a dozen minor violations, usually childish stuff, but he’s been up on assaulting an officer at least twice.”

“Convictions”

“Fines.” She shook her head, “The assaults were minor bullshit, nothing that warranted jail time unfortunately.”

Anselm nodded pensively, thinking about his hotel room and the bed that was awaiting him. When he looked at Gwen he could see that she was thinking the same thing as her lips quirked slightly and she cocked her head at him.

“You want to check it out”

He nodded, “yeah. Can you send me Kamir’s arrest file I’ll send it to Interpol and have them run it against known terrorists.”

She nodded in agreement, already pulling her portable from his belt pouch. “Coming right up.”

She and Anselm both knew that all the standard checks had been run when Kamir was arrested, his prints would have circulated the system looking for outstanding warrants, and his name would have been delivered to the central police network, but it still wasn’t standard procedure to run facial topography scans on every picture entered into the system.

The process was CPU intensive and its usefulness in more than ninety-nine percent of cases wasn’t particularly impressive. This one, though, may well be the exception.

“Are you going to be alright, Adrienne” Anselm offered, “We can escort you back to your hotel room.”

She shook her head, “I’m staying here. The nurses said that they would set up a free bed for me.”

Anselm nodded as Adrienne laughed a little bitterly.

“It’s funny isn’t it” She asked, “Anywhere else, I’d probably have to leave. This has to be one of the only hospitals left in the world with free beds.”

Anselm thought that was probably an exaggeration, but it was certainly true that most hospitals guarded their beds jealously, and for good reason. “Alright, I’ll be back in the morning. Get some rest, okay”

She nodded, though not very convincingly, and Anselm cupped her shoulder gently, “I’m serious. Get some rest, you’ll do him no good if you’re in worse shape than he is.”

She smiled slightly at that, and nodded again. “I will.”

“Alright. In the morning,” Anselm promised.

Then he and Gwendolyn turned and walked away.

*****

Abdallah looked up from his work as Mr. Jacob stepped into the bland white room, his eyes glancing up at the clock. It was later than he’d thought, he’d lost himself in his work again. He would have to get some sleep soon, there was no wisdom in playing with the things he did when one was fatigued.

“You have news” He asked, though the phrase was more of a statement.

“I do, Amir.” Jacob said, using Abdallah’s second name as he always did.

It was a conceit, Abdallah supposed, but the men he commanded didn’t refer to him as `Slave of God’. The used his second name in a very deferential manner, calling him `Prince’ instead. Abdallah appreciated the respect, and encouraged it from those he trusted.

“So tell me.”

“Kamir was the cause of the accident.” Jacob said grimly, “I apologize, Amir. It was I who gave him the job to search for any other Interpol officers in the city.”

Abdallah nodded pensively, idly pushing the arm of his electron microscope away.

“A lesson, Mr. Jacob,” he said sternly.

“Amir” The name was a question, perhaps another apology. Abdallah ignored it.

“Take this as a lesson.” He said, coming to his feet and briefly stretching out his knotted muscles. “Do not assume that the people you employ are as competent as you are.”

“Yes Amir.” Jacob replied.

Abdallah eyed the large man for a moment, trying to determine if the double meaning of that statement had penetrated his head.

The probably had, he finally decided. Jacob was no fool, for all his impressive bulk, but it was difficult to tell sometimes what the man was thinking behind those inscrutable features.

“In London, I made a similar mistake,” he went on, shrugging as if it were unimportant. “I assumed that my contact with the Japanese Embassy and their support of the warmongering of the American government would have some understanding of basic surveillance technology.”

Jacob remained silent as Abdallah spoke with a casual sort of sternness.

“He thought he had been quite brilliant, employing tactical countermeasures to all manner of ultra-modern surveillance technology.” Abdallah shook his head, “Then he spoke of me on a line that the Echelon system could monitor. I was very nearly captured due to a system invented almost eighty years ago, Jacob.and a person who started believing that he was smarter than everyone else.”

“I understand, Amir.”

“Do you” Abdallah asked, then shrugged. “I hope so. This is your mess, so clean it up. Arrange something appropriate for Kamir.”

“Appropriate”

“A warning,” Abdallah said. “Our men must understand that while Initiative is to be encouraged, there are practical limits to its application. Wholesale slaughter isn’t something to be initiated by the rank and file, Jacob.”

“Understood, Amir.”

“Good. You may go.”

Jacob nodded and stepped out of the laboratory, leaving Abdallah Amir to ponder the situation.

Indeed, wholesale slaughter was not something to be initiated by the rank and file. Even a single death was above their jurisdiction unless it was unavoidable. Deaths were not things to be handed out without purpose.

Death was their business, and like all businesses a carefully charted plan had to be created and followed for maximum effect.

The slaughter was for the CEO to initiate.

When the time was right, of course.






Chapter 4
Anselm didn’t know what was more bizarre actually, the fact that he and Gwen were going to question a potentially dangerous witness without SWAT backup, or the fact that they were taking public transportation to get there.

The Mag-Lev monorail was fast, certainly, and Gwen’s car was currently sitting in the police garage waiting for their technician to come on duty in the morning, but the situation was just too alien. Gwen seemed to consider it par for the course though, as she’d appropriated one of the Mag-Lev cars for them alone and now sat carefully checking her service pistol as the car cut through the night air toward their destination.

Gwen’s hands worked over the Sig-Saur pistol carefully, checking the mechanism with professional thoroughness, though Anselm thought he detected a certain hesitancy to her actions. He couldn’t fault the motions, but there was something lacking in the execution.

He didn’t check his own Fifty-Seventy, he’d cleaned and prepared it earlier in the morning while waiting for the plane to take him out to the project. His backup piece was in perfect working order as well, and he knew that both would operate as needed, when he called upon them.

“You okay” He asked finally, watching as she missed sliding one of the pins back into the weapon and had to try again.

“I’m fine,” she replied tersely.

He just looked at her for a moment, until she sighed.

“Sorry. I’m just not used to needing this.” She said, nodding to the Sig.

Anselm nodded, understanding. From what she’d told him the crime rate, and breakdown of violations, around the tower weren’t nearly what one might expect to need a weapon for. It seemed to be more like a large town than a city, and as such a cop was more often a mediator than an enforcer.

“Relax,” he told her. “Chances are he won’t resist.”

She nodded jerkily, taking a breath.

“We’ll just knock on the door and see if he’s home.” Anselm went on, talking out the operation in advance so that it would imprint itself on her mind. “If we have to do an entry, I’ll lead. You just cover my back, alright”

She nodded again, this time a little more relaxed.

“Alright then,” he smiled. “Now you’d better finish assembling your gun. I think we’re almost there, if I’m reading this display right.”

Gwen’s gaze jerked over to the display that showed their Mag-Lev car’s location, as well as their destination, and nodded quickly as he returned her attention to the partially assembled pistol in front of her.

Anselm watched, satisfied as she moved with a little more certainty this time. If it turned into an entry, though, he might have to consider lone-wolfing it, unless she could call in some more backup. He’d have to make up his mind on site, depending on how she got as the time approached.

Luckily the odds were heavily against it coming to anything like that.

*****

Mr. Kamir’s home wasn’t of the fine quality of the last place Gwen had taken him, Anselm noted with some amusement. It wasn’t a hovel either, of course. Hovels didn’t exist around the Project, the place was far too recent for that sort of thing. What it was, was a fairly contemporary looking structure that certainly didn’t fit the image one conjured up, when one thought of a trouble-making, extreme sports fanatic.

Anselm glanced over his shoulder to where Gwen was talking softly into her portable, and paused as he waited for her to finish.

Finally she nodded and closed the device, then walked up towards him.

“Get it”

She nodded, “Judge Billings signed off on an entry warrant based on the evidence from your scans, as well as what the Interpol computers coughed up.”

Anselm nodded, the facial topography scan had come in just after they’d stepped off the Mag-Lev, revealing that Mr. Kamir was actually Mr. Nahime, an Ethiopian national with a record of computer crime and ties to some terrorist cells. Yet another Arab who wasn’t even remotely Arabic.

That was a pattern forming as far as Anselm was concerned, though he wasn’t certain he understood it completely yet.

It would have to wait at any rate, as the two officers began to make their way up to the home of their suspect. The stopped at the door, leaning slightly away from the center of the door as Gwen hit the door buzzer and also rapped sharply on the tough material.

“Mr. Kamir!” She yelled. “Are you home”

They both listened intently, trying to discern any sound that might be their man getting up, moving around, or bolting for that matter.

Nothing.

It was dead quiet.

Gwen rapped again, “Mr. Kamir!”

Still nothing.

They exchanged glances and Anselm nodded to Gwen’s unspoken query, so she took it up a step. “Mr. Kamir, Tower City Police!”

“Do it,” Anselm whispered.

She nodded, flipping her portable open in her left hand while she fisted her pistol in her right. She held the pocket computer near the electronic lock, and keyed in the override code that had come with the electronic warrant writ. It buzzed in response, but refused to open.

Gwen frowned, keying in the code a second time.

Same response.

“Damn it,” she muttered. “He must have jacked the lock code.”

Anselm nodded, withdrawing his own portable. When electronic locks first became de rigeur there had been a public resistance to the idea of the judicial system holding the override keys to open doors. Logically it was no threat to privacy since a court order was required to make use of a writ, and frankly it was much less invasive to have your lock admit a police officer than it was to have them ram a section of steel pipe through the door.

Still, the result of the resistance was a great of deal of bootleg aftermarket work that could scramble your locking code to prevent the police computers from opening it. It wasn’t illegal, as such, though the work did void the lock warranty and general rendered your home insurance policy null and void.

He keyed in an access code of his own, and waited a few second as his portable blinked silently.

The electronic lock buzzed three times before it finally gave in and popped open.

Gwen shot him a curious look, and Anselm just shrugged. “Interpol keeps a Beowulf Cluster in Norway that’s dedicated to cracking lock codes.”

She shook her head slightly, shifting her grip on her Sig, but didn’t say anything as Anselm hefted his own Five-seven Magnum and pushed the door open.

“Stay close,” he whispered. “Don’t point the gun at me, and keep your eyes open.”

She scowled at him, probably for the gun crack Anselm figured, but nodded.

He brought his pistol up in a weaver grip and used the edge of his arm to shove the door open as he pivoted through the door, “Police! We have a Warrant!”

*****

“Nothing.” Anselm sighed, shaking his head a few minutes later as they stood in the middle of a room that looked like a tornado had struck it.

His first impression was that someone had searched the place, quickly and clumsily.

The dirty clothing and underwear scattered around the floor had changed his mind though.

Mr. Kamir, or Nahime, or whatever was a slob.

Gwen grimaced in distaste as she lifted a sweaty shirt from a computer’s keyless interface and looked at the screen.

“Locked out,” she announced a moment later.

Anselm eyed the system, frowning.

“Can your Interpol computers do something with this”

He shook his head, “Not from here. This system is a lot more complicated than a locking mechanism. He’ll probably have it heavily encrypted. We’ll have to take it out of here, rip the system apart at the station, and mirror the storage drives to the Central Network. We have guys who can crack it, given some time.”

She nodded, “alright. The Warrant covers it, so I’ll call in a wagon and a couple part time deputies to clean this place out.”

Anselm nodded in agreement, “Can you get someone to sit on this place tonight In case he comes back”

She frowned, “Maybe. I’ll call the chief and see if I can get the overtime approved.”

“Tell him that Interpol will cover half of it.” Anselm said, “My expense account will cover that, at least.”

She smiled, “It’ll help.”

He grinned back, “Usually does.”

They became serious a moment later though, the same thought striking them at the same time.

“If he’s not here,” Anselm said, voicing it first, “where is he”

“Blue Yonder maybe.” Gwen replied, “I can call a couple friends.they might know.”

Anselm nodded, thinking about. “Alright, do it. If they don’t, we’ll call it a night and get back on the job tomorrow.”

“Agreed.” She said, snapping open her portable.

*****

“Hello Kamir.”

Kamir jerked around, unable to see under the hood that covered his face. “Jacob Is that you What’s going on”

“You have committed.an error in judgment, Kamir.”

The cold voice sent a thrill of fear through young man as two sets of arms grabbed him and hauled him to his feet. He could feel a warm wind pass over him as they wrestled him around, holding him upright between them.

“What did I do! I’ll fix it! I swear it, Jacob!”

“You tried to kill Ronald Somer.” The voice replied, “Can you `fix’ that”

“The cop! Who cares!”

“He wasn’t a police officer, Mr. Kamir,” Jacob said in his dull voice. “And to answer your second question, I care. I care when someone under me is stupid enough to decide to kill a man without orders. I care when someone under me is foolish enough not to consider the consequences. Put simply, Mr. Kamir, I care.”

The small man shook under the black hood, “I’m sorry, Jacob! I won’t do it again!”

“I know you won’t,” Jacob replied. “Put it on him.”

The men holding Kamir began wrestling him around again, and something slid over his right arm, then his left as he was held in place. He could hear snapping sounds of plastic and metal clipping together, and suddenly the men let him go and he had to catch himself from falling to the ground.

“Amir is angry with me, because of you.” Jacob told him as he braced himself with his hands on his knees and began to straighten up. “You’ve endangered the plan.”

“I’d never do that, Jacob! I swear! I live for Amir!” Kamir protested, pulling the hood off.

He instantly blinked in the harsh glare of light that erupted around him, blinding him. He held his hand up to shelter his eyes and peered around.

Mr. Jacob was standing just a few feet from him, the lights at his back. Kamir looked around, and realized that he was inside.

But the wind, He thought wildly, then his eyes widened as he realized where he must be.

He was inside the tower, near the center of the project where the heated air from the greenhouse created a constant wind as it was drawn up the length of the kilometer high tower.

“Jacob.” He started to say, trying to puzzle it out, but was cut off.

“Amir has told me to do you a great favor, Kamir.” Jacob said, smiling for the first time since Kamir had met the man. “And so I am here to do so.”

The smile sent another chill down Kamir’s spine as the huge man that was Mr. Jacob stepped forward, then patted him surprisingly gently on the shoulder.

“Go with God, Kamir.” Jacob smiled again, showing teeth this time.

Kamir had time to look confused before Jacob jerked his hand down, yanking the chord attached to the harness Kamir now wore. He looked down at the familiar harness, then up in shock at Mr. Jacob as the memory plastic surged from its compressed state and began to flutter open in the wind.

“No.” He had time to say, more of a shocked whisper than anything else, and then the air foil snapped open and jerked him off his feet.

The foil followed the wind current, snapping Kamir off the ground in an instant, yanking him up the tower as he struggled with the snaps to his harness, his scream of terror echoing for a few moments as he went up the thermal chimney, right into the blades of the power turbines that began two hundred meters above.

*****

“Nothing,” Gwendolyn said as she and Anselm watched the deputies carry equipment out of the disaster zone that was Mr. Kamir’s home.

She’d contacted all the people she knew who kept in contact with the Thermies, knowing that asking around herself would do little good. She had some friends in the community, but as a whole the thermies saw her as a cop and wouldn’t talk. Those that would, didn’t know anything about Kamir.

“Alright. Call it a night,” Anselm told her. “I’ll call you tomorrow. I still want to see that box you say you found out in the desert.”

She nodded, not bothering to correct him on who had found it.

“Alright. Good Night Agent Gunnar.”

“Good Night, Inspector Dougal.”

*****

Anselm had set his wakeup call for ten am, though he woke a half hour earlier as the lights in his room slowly brightened in a simulation of the rising sun. He lay there for a few minutes, just trying to relax and wake up slowly, but it was of little use. He was awake, and he had to get up and get moving.

He rose quickly, stretching to work out the sleep in his body, then grabbed a shower. When that was done he palmed the swipe card Inspector Dougal had given him and walked over to the room’s phone and passed the card over the receiver strip.

“Inspector Dougal.Oh, hello Anselm.” The red head greeted him, her eyebrows twitching in amusement as she looked out of the screen at him.

Anselm looked down and realized that he’d only thrown on his pants and was still damp from the waist up. “Just got out of the shower.”

“I can see that.” She smiled, looking away for a moment. “My chief tells me that we’ve been formally instructed to show you all possible cooperation.spirit of international brotherhood and all that.”

Anselm snorted lightly, but nodded. “Tell him I appreciate it. Are you at the office”

“That’s right,” She nodded. “I woke up and took my shower hours ago.”

“Yeah, yeah.” He smiled, “I’m going to grab something to eat, then I’ll take a Mag-Lev in to see you.”

“I’ll be here,” she told him, shrugging with a painful look on her face. “I’m filling out paperwork on the Eliica.”

“Ouch,” Anselm winced in sympathy, and then smiled at her. “Better you than me, Gwen.”

She scowled at him and reached for the disconnect button, “Don’t forget to dress before you go out.”

Anselm was about to retort, but the connection went black, so he just chuckled and shook his head.

Alright, He decided, first breakfast, then work.

*****

An hour later Anselm walked into a station house that was considerably different than the one he saw the day before. There were three other inspectors gathered in the main room, chatting back and forth over something or other while three of the part-time deputies that Anselm had met the day before, lugged stuff back toward the evidence room.

“That the stuff from the raid last night” He asked, walking up casually.

One of the inspectors looked over at him, frowning. “We know you, mate”

“Anselm Gunnar,” he said, flipping open his identification. “Interpol.”

“Oh, hell. You’re the guy that’s got everyone buzzing round here then!” The man said in surprise.

“Well I don’t know how much to blame for it I am,” he said with a smile. “But things do seem to be turning since I got here. I guess that’s not how it normally goes, huh”

“Not hardly,” the man shook his head, then blinked. “Oh hell, I’m Angus Keller. This here is Montgomery Koons and the short black guy there is Pete.”

“Pete That’s it”

The remarkably black man smiled and for a moment, Anselm had the foolish image of being blinded by the flash of white enamel. “Don’t need nothing more, mate. Pete’s who I am.”

“I can.uh.see that,” Anselm said, then gestured to the evidence room. “Was that the stuff from last night”

“Too bloody right. We got our tech out of bed this morning to mirror it for ya,” Angus said. “And I hope that you’re properly grateful, cause that boy, he don’t like being woken up before noon.”

“He’s a bloody vampire, I’m telling you,” Pete grinned.

“You’re daft,” Montgomery grinned in response. “No vampire would hide out in a solar power plant.”

The men chuckled, but Anselm only smiled. “Look, I’ve got to go check in with Gwen.”

“Gwen is it” they grinned, all of them. “Took us four months to be allowed to call her that. Inspector Dougal likes her title.”

Anselm just smiled and shrugged as he headed for the office.

“Seems like an okay guy,” Angus shrugged.

“He’s bringing lots of trouble with him, boys. Trust me,” Pete replied.

“Don’t you start that Aborigine voodoo, Petey boy,” Montgomery smirked. “Ain’t none of us here can’t see that.”

*****

A pair of soft knocks at the door brought Gwendolyn Dougal out of her focused fugue, and she smiled as she recognized Anselm at the door.

“Come on in,” she said, motioning to the chair that was propped up against her desk. “I’m just checking out this box from the crash.”

Anselm slid into the chair and rolled it across the floor until he could look over to see what she was looking at. “You figure it out”

Gwen nodded, “Yeah.it looks like it’s a pretty standard weather package.”

“Pardon”

“It’s a sensor package,” She explained, “They throw them up all the time, usually tied to big balloons. It reads the airflow and currents, temperatures, things like that. Meteorologists use them to predict the weather.”

Anselm frowned, “Are you sure this came down with Ron”

She shook her head, “No.though it would be quite the coincidence, don’t you think”

He had to agree, “Yeah.I guess.”

“Besides, we found six more of them in Kamir’s home last night.”

Anselm let out a long, low, whistle as he frowned and shook his head. “What the hell is going on Kamir doesn’t strike me as the type of guy who would be interested in meteorology.”

Gwen snorted, chuffing slightly in laughter, “probably not, but you never know. He is a thermie.”

“Huh”

“The thermies are big into weather systems,” she told him. “They follow the weather networks religiously, and most of them run their own local weather stations.”

“Alright.I guess I get that makes sense.” Anselm grudgingly allowed, “But still.this is a little extreme.isn’t it”

“Like using a twelve pound sledge to put in a finishing nail.” Gwen confirmed, nodding.

“Alright, so what have we got” Anselm asked, shaking his head. “A nuclear terrorist.maybe connected with a small time thrill seeker turned murderer, who appears to have an extremely odd fascination with weather patterns.”

“Specifically the Jetstream,” Gwen said, frowning. “He seems to have geared this little box specifically to record wind data and other things from that.”

“Alright, the Jet stream.” Anselm blinked, then lifted his hands in supplication, “I’ll bite.what the hell is the jet stream I mean, I know of it, I kinda think I know what it is.but.what is it”

Gwen laughed, “The Jetstream is a wind current that runs west to east, between ten and twenty kilometers up. Wind speed reaches speeds in excess of four hundred kilometers per hour. It’s a major cause of many weather systems around the world.”

“Alright.so it circumnavigates the planet”

“More or less, yeah,” Gwen said. “I did some research when the first Thermie caught a ride in it.Got curious. It snakes around a bit, branches off sometimes, joins back up other times. There are actually four major Jetstream currents.Two in each hemisphere.”

Anselm nodded, frowning. “Ok.Here’s a stretch, what about a dirty bomb”

“What”

“Abdallah was trying that in the States, a few years back, but the Americans tracked him down with overhead radiation sweeps.What if he started pumping radiation up the tower” Anselm asked, “Would it ride the Jetstream across the pacific”

Gwen stared at him in a dazed kind of shock, slowly shaking her head, “You just blew way past my research.I don’t know. Could radiation travel like that On the thermal pillar I mean”

Anselm shrugged, “Don’t see why not. Oh, he couldn’t send actual radiation.that’s energy after all, but radioactive particles.Sure, why not There are bound to be some particles light enough to use.Make the jet stream rain it down on the States”

“No,” Gwen held up her hand. “No, that wouldn’t work.”

“Why not”

“Wrong hemisphere,” Gwen told him simply. “If it worked, he’d irradiate South America.and maybe Africa.The Jetstream doesn’t climb that high. If the tower were in China or India maybe.That’s if your idea works, and I don’t know for sure that it would. Would Abdallah want to irradiate South America”

“He doesn’t like the Americans much, but I think it’s mostly the States,” Anselm said dryly, shaking his head.

“Then I doubt that he’s trying that.”

Anselm frowned, shaking his head. “Well he’s up to something.”

Gwen didn’t know what to say to that, but was prevented from saying anything when Inspector `Pete’ rushed in.

“Christ, Gwen! What is this guy you picked up yesterday Some kind of bad luck charm!”

Gwen frowned, “What are you talking about, Pete”

“We just found Kamir,” Pete said, shaking his head. “He’s had an `accident’.”

*****

“I’m going to be sick,” Gwen groaned, turning away from the mess that was all around them.

Anselm sympathized, but his own stomach had long ago reached the point where he could manage almost anything the darker side of humanity could throw at him. He had to admit that this was pretty bad, though. The blood mist had coated a section of the tower interior, and the pools of blood on the floor were already beginning to stink up the area, despite the constant wind.

“Can we stop this damn wind!” Anselm growled, turning around.

“It doesn’t work like that.” A man in a white coat said, coming up to him.

“And who are you, Sir”

“Director Jacob.” The large man said evenly. “I’m in charge of the Tower Project.”

“Alright, what doesn’t work like that”

“The tower,” Jacob told him. “It doesn’t just `shut down’. The entire process is fueled by the sun, and we can’t just shut that off, because you want it to happen. Besides, even if we did, it would take several days for the airflow to stop.”

Anselm looked around in irritation, “this wind is screwing up the scene.”

“That is out of our hands, I’m afraid, Inspector,” Jacob said.

“Agent,” Anselm corrected, flashing his ID. “Agent Gunnar, Interpol. Does anyone know what happened here”

Jacob snorted, “Obviously one of those foolish `Thermies’ decided to try and ride the tower from the `ground floor’.”

Anselm looked at him as if he were insane, but Gwen broke in, nodding.

“It’s possible, Anselm,” she said, still a little green. “They talk about it a lot.joking mostly.”

She looked around, covering her mouth. “I don’t think anyone will be joking about it anymore.”

Anselm shook his head, he really didn’t like coincidences.

“Hey!” He snapped, pointing to one of the green-faced deputies, “Don’t be sick in here! Go outside!”

He shook his head, growling. “Where’s his rig”

“What” Gwen asked.

“The airfoil Where is it” Anselm asked, gesturing around the immense inner chamber of the tower.

“I expect,” Jacob said dryly, “that his `rig’, as you call it, made it.”

Anselm looked up, way up, and frowned. “Or it’s still hung up on one of your turbines up there.”

“Sir.ah.” One of them held up a hand.

“Yes What”

“Do you want all the body parts in the same bag” The man asked helplessly, “Cause we’ll need to call for some more if you want them separate.”

*****

Anselm Gunnar wiped the moisture from his forehead as the last bits of the body were finally transported out of the central base of the tower. The warm air that was constantly rushing past him didn’t do anything at all to cool him off, and the moist muggy feel of it just seemed to sap his energy.

“I wish I knew what was going on around here,” he said after a moment, glancing to one side as Inspector Dougal appeared at his side.

“You” She snorted. “This is my town, Interpol. Yesterday I saw the first attempted murder ever committed here, and today.today I’m pretty sure I saw the first successful one.”

“Abdallah has to be here. Something is going on,” Anselm said grimly. “I don’t know what yet, but something.”

“I’m not going to argue, Anselm,” she said after a moment, sighing. “But I don’t know what to do about it right now either.”

“You have a team processing the scene”

She nodded, “The chief assigned it to Inspector Koons. He’s a good man. Thorough.”

Anselm nodded, “Alright. We’ll wait for his report.You think we can find the airfoil”

She shrugged, shaking her head uncertainly. “I’ll put out a word with the Thermies and the local off road club. We’ve got a couple game wardens who track through the desert a lot too, so if it came down around here we might have a shot at finding it.”

Anselm nodded, “See if you can’t get Koons to send someone up the tower too.They have to service the turbines, right”

“Of course.”

“Try to get someone to check them, we might have got lucky and had it snag on one.”

Gwen nodded, “Alright. I’ll pass the word.”

Anselm sighed, “Meanwhile I have a report to make. I’ll see you back at the station, ok”

Gwen nodded, “Alright.”

She frowned after him as he walked off, then abruptly shook herself and turned to find Inspector Koons.

*****

“Agent Gunnar.”

Anselm nodded at the face on the semi-circular screen of his portable. “Madam Director.”

He had managed to secure an empty Mag-Lev car and was riding it back toward his hotel, but he’d place the call on the move just in case someone had planted a device in his room. It wasn’t likely, but it had happened to him before and Anselm despised making the same mistake twice.

“Have you located the target” The Director of Interpol asked him sternly, her face pinched as she seemed tired.

“Not yet, Ma’am.” Anselm replied, “We have a second confirmed photograph.”

“I saw it. It was taken before Inspector Somer’s photograph.”

He nodded.

“So you don’t know if he’s still there.”

“He’s here, Ma’am.” Gunnar said confidently. “I may not be able to prove it, but I know it. Abdallah is here.”

“Be that as it may, I can’t authorize a full scale operation without sufficient evidence,” she reminded him. “The Australian government would hardly thank us for sending fifty agents and inspectors, as well as a Special Tactical Response Team into the country’s most famous landmark, and I can’t get them to sign off on the joint operation without evidence.”

“I know Ma’am,” Anselm nodded grudgingly. “I’ll just have to find it for you.”

“Indeed you will, Agent Gunnar,” she told him, “and soon.”

He nodded, face a little grim, but determined.

“One thing,” she said then, causing Anselm to look up sharply.

“What”

“The American CIA may be aware of our operation now,” she told him. “As you know, they’ve been after Abdallah slightly longer then we have.”

Anselm grimaced, “Do you know for sure”

“I’m afraid not. They haven’t been forthcoming with the status of their current operations. Not even those we already know about,” she said, shaking her head. “As you’re aware, when our cases cross paths with theirs, we normally wind up in a right serious piece of trouble.”

Anselm grimaced as he nodded. He knew that, painfully so. The CIA had their own bureaucracy and set way of doing things and, as an intelligence directorate rather than a police one, they tended to hold secrecy above all else.

He supposed that it was impossible to hold it against them exactly, it was undoubtedly a survival trait in the majority of their affairs.

When they started doing police work, however, they got entirely too fancy and meddlesome for Anselm’s liking. Police work, worked best when everyone involved communicated regularly and well. Certainly that was an ideal that didn’t always happen, even under the best of circumstances, but it was the goal. When you mixed in a bunch of professional paranoiacs into the equation, everything went to hell in short order.

“Thank you for the warning. Any idea when they bumbled into this”

“Don’t know for sure if they have yet, it’s just possible,” the Director told him. “Hard to hide anything from the Americans, you know. Their signal intercepts are second to none.”

Anselm nodded, understanding quiet well. Between Echelon and newer methods of signal intercepts the American intelligence people were able to effectively listen in on pretty much anyone on the planet. That very efficiency often created more problems than it solved, of course, since they were so busy tracking and clearing harmless conversations that they routinely missed out on more sinister ones that good human intelligence would probably have reported.

Still, the CIA was well known, or at least well suspected, of listening in on Interpol internal communications, so Anselm supposed that it was inevitable they find out about Abdallah.

“Any sign that they’ve send someone”

“That’s why I mentioned it,” she told him. “Our people in Sydney believe that there might be some increased activity in the Embassy. The only thing of note that we’re aware of in Australia at the moment, is Mr. Amir.”

“Alright,” Anselm nodded. “I’ll keep my eyes open.”

“If the agent makes himself known to you, offer a joint operation,” she advised. “I want Mr. Amir out of circulation, and I don’t really care if the Americans do it, or we do. Not that much at any rate.”

Anselm smiled, “the Americans do have a slightly more pointed interest in Abdallah, don’t they”

“After the event in DC” The Director laughed, “I should so say. At any rate, Agent Gunnar, find me the evidence I need to get the Australian government to sign off on a joint operation.”

“Yes Ma’am.”

“Good luck.”

“Thank you, Madam Director,” Anselm said just as the screen faded out to the milky white color it had when not under power.

He sighed and closed his portable, turning his head to watch the greenhouse rip past.

Just what he didn’t need, another complication.

*****

“Are they gone”

“Not yet, Amir,” Jacob said as he entered. “Though the Interpol man has left.”

“How long until the police clear the scene” Abdallah asked idly as he adjusted a line of code in the robotic control system he was using.

“Several hours at least. They’ve sent people up the maintenance trams to look for Kamir’s airfoil,” Jacob replied.

“Will they find it”

“Possibly,” Jacob shrugged. “It will do them no good, however. It was Kamir’s own foil, we took it from his place at the airstrip. He packed it himself, and I made certain that my men handled it with gloves on.”

Abdallah nodded, “good.”

“I met the Interpol man,” Jacob said with a hint of a smile. “A rather dull man.”

Abdallah snorted softly, “Careful Jacob. Never begin to underestimate the enemy, it is the first step to eventual defeat. A police man does not need to be visibly impressive to be competent, and I doubt if he were interested in impressing you anyway.”

Jacob shrugged, but didn’t respond.

“Three days,” Abdallah sighed. “Three days, then we may begin. Why must this happen now Why now, when I am so close.”

“A final test from God, Amir.”

“Yes,” Abdallah said slowly, his eyes dark. “Yes, that must be it.”

When neither spoke for a few more moments, Abdallah decided that Jacob had finished his report.

“Leave me, Jacob. Let me know when the police are gone.I want to run a test.”

“Of course, Amir.”

*****

Gwendolyn Dougal poured over the scene images as they were displayed in three dimensions, feeling a lot less green now that the pictures were safely contained in her terminal display. The information wasn’t really all that useful though, she decided. There was nothing there to indicate that the event was caused by malicious intent.

However that didn’t mean anything either.

She couldn’t imagine how a scene of a murder using the tower in the fashion would look any different than the scene of an accident, or stupidity, as the case may be. Kamir went up, Kamir got diced, and Kamir fell a hundred meters to the ground. Whether he did so of his own accord or not wasn’t attributable to the evidence as she saw it.

They’d bagged everything according to procedure, but now the problem was figuring out what any of it meant. Tower City simply didn’t have a dedicated team of forensics people, let alone the lab space they would require to do their jobs. They were already preparing most of the material for shipment to Sydney, where it would be gone over by the local PD, but until it made it through the queue of an already busy department, there would be nothing.

That would likely be a couple weeks, Gwen suspected, as Sydney had its own crimes and those would certainly be taking priority.

She sighed, clearing her desk with a push of her hands, and leaned back in her chair, closing her eyes.

“Troubles”

Gwen opened one eye, swiveling her chair just far enough over to see Anselm step into the room with two large mugs of coffee.

“Thought you might need one of these,” he said, setting it down. “Didn’t know what you liked so it’s black, but the cream and sugar are in the bag.”

“Thanks,” she said, taking the reusable cloth bag from him and pulling out two sugars and a creamer packet.

As she was diluting her coffee, Gwen looked up at Anselm questioningly. “How did your report go”

Anselm shrugged, “You know the brass. Get it done yesterday and all that.”

She nodded, smiling, “That bad”

He sighed, twisting his lips.

She froze, eying him closely. “What is it”

Anselm let out a breath, gently shaking his head. “We may have a complication.”

“Oh”

“It’s possible that the CIA may have become, or be in the process of becoming, involved,” Anselm told her. “The Interpol people in Sydney noted some unusual activity around the American Embassy there.”

She eyed him oddly, “does Interpol often spy on American Embassies”

“Only when we’re working a case we know they’d butt in on, given half a chance,” Anselm smiled slightly.

She chuckled at that, then sobered, “so how bad a complication is this likely to be”

“Not as bad as all that, probably,” Anselm smiled. “Contrary to Hollywood I don’t expect that the Americans will send someone in driving a tricked out muscle car with guns hidden under the hood and missiles launching from the tail pipes. They are just slightly more subtle than that, thankfully.”

“Oh good,” Gwen grinned, “Then I won’t have to arrest him for violating our clean air laws.”

Anselm chuckled, nodding. “There is that.”

“Seriously now,” she said, still laughing slightly.

Anselm shrugged, “it depends on who they send, but I expect that we might run into an American poking his nose into places he has no apparent business in.”

“And how is that supposed to help me tell the CIA agent apart from the American tourists” Gwen asked dryly.

“Hmm Oh, the CIA agent will be the one that’s polite about it.”

*****

“The police have left, Amir.”

Abdallah looked up and frowned, “That was quick.”

“The tower is still taped off,” Jacob shrugged, “but that is a mere formality. The scene has been scanned quite thoroughly, and I have little doubt that they are done.”

“Alright,” Abdalla Amir said, nodding. “We’ll perform our test tonight.”

Abdallah paused, grimacing briefly.

“Amir Are you alright”

“What Oh, I’m fine. Fine,” Abdallah said, waving his hand, “Just realizing that if we’d kept Mr. Kamir alive slightly longer, I could have run a complete dry run.”

Jacob stared for a moment, but finally just shrugged.

“Hindsight, Mr. Jacob. Hindsight,” Abdallah sighed. “Always hindsight.”

“Of course, Amir. Shall I inform anyone of the test”

“No, we’ll handle this ourselves, I believe.” Abdallah said, “Place the sensor package at the top of the tower this afternoon.”

“As you say, Amir.”

*****

“This is the evidence shipment”

Gwen nodded, “All bagged and tagged as they used to say.”

Anselm nodded, looking at the stack of plastic boxes that were stacked and locked together like Lego blocks, forming a cube approximately four feet on a side. The entire thing had been wrapped in tape on which a lot number had been scrawled. An electric lift was waiting patiently to pick it up and deliver it to the road train that would carry it to Sydney.

“How long before it gets to Sydney” Anselm asked.

“A few hours. Depends on conditions. No more than ten, I’d say.”

The Interpol agent nodded, frowning, “How soon will we have the results”

“Not for a while, I’m afraid.” She said grimly, “The Sydney forensics people are normally backlogged with their own cases.”

“Isn’t that always the way.” Anselm shook his head, waving the lift driver to halt as he transcribed the lot number into his portably.

“What are you doing”

“I’ll call my boss and see if I can’t get the priority jumped up,” he explained. “We need this processed quickly.”

“If you can do it,” she waved her hand at the cube.

He smiled, “Interpol has some pull.precious little it seems by times, but we do have some.”

When he’d finished they waved the lift operator in and watched as the pallet was loaded onto the second trailer in the road train. As the truck pulled out, Gwen shook her head and turned to Anselm.

“I hate to admit it, but I don’t know where to go from here.” She said tiredly, “What’s happened the last couple days.It’s beyond my experience.”

“You’ve done fine,” he told her, “and your instincts are working quite well.”

She looked at him curiously. “What”

He chuckled ruefully, “I’m afraid that I’m at a loss myself. I know that Abdallah is here, Gwen.I can feel that.but I’m no closer to finding him then I was when I arrived.”

She snorted in amusement, “Glad I’m not the only one flying blind here.”

Anselm smiled and clapped her lightly on the shoulder, “Welcome to Counter Terrorism work, Gwen. We almost never know where we’re going, because the bad guys are all nuts and don’t bother to watch where they are going.”

“Oh joy,” she replied dryly as they walked out of the loading dock and back into the station. “I suddenly have this lovely feeling of dread balled up in the pit of my stomach.”

Anselm chuckled, “That’s just hunger. You want lunch”

Gwen shot him a dirty look, then sighed, “There’s a good place about a quarter turn around the city.”

“Sounds good,” Anselm said more cheerfully than he was, “I’ll buy. You get it the next time.”

*****

Adrienne Somer shifted slightly in her sleep, the chair she was sitting in being no prize for comfort. She’d been offered a bed, and had used it the night before, but had gotten little enough sleep anyway and she wanted to be closer to Ronald if.when he woke up.

She didn’t hear the light buzz of her portable when it sounded because the noise was cut off too quickly when a hand blindly came down on it, wrapping around the intuitive grip and keyed the answer button.

The device flipped open, snapping into place as it was designed to do, and a weak voice rasped. “Hello”

“Inspector Somer”

“No. She’s asleep.” The pained voice replied softly, “I don’t want to wake her.”

“Ronald”

“That’s me,” Ronald Somer tried to smile, but would up grimacing.

The morphine he was currently on had him in and out of consciousness more often than he’d like, but it held most of the pain securely in the background of his mind.

“Good lord.I wasn’t told that you were awake.”

“Who is this”

The woman on the screen blinking, noting the pads still covering the man’s eyes. “Oh my, I’m sorry, Mr. Somer. My name is Alice Jordan, I’m.”

“Adrienne’s boss,” he smiled again, this time managing it relatively well.

“Please, Mr. Somer, just rest. I’ll call a little while later to speak with Inspector Somer.”

Ron started to nod, but was interrupted by a quiet and tired voice.

“Ron Who are you talking too”

He smiled unconsciously at the sleepy quality of his wife’s voice, “it’s your boss, hon.”

That snapped her awake quickly, causing Adrienne too look around in distress for a moment as she remembered where she was and what had happened, then in shock at him as she realized that he was awake.

“Ron! You’re awake.”

“Yes, well, I think that’s obvious,” he said, his voice still slurring slightly from the drugs. “You better take this, Hon.”

He gestured blindly with the portable until she took it.

Adrienne patted down her hair self-consciously, turning the device around. “Oh! Director Jordan.I was just.”

“It’s alright, Inspector. I’m quite aware of how it is when someone you love is in the hospital. I was just calling because Agent Gunnar delivered his full report some time earlier when we spoke, and I just had time to read the details. I’m very sorry for what happened to your husband.”

Adrienne swallowed and nodded, “Thank you, Director.”

“Interpol will be arranging to have you both flown out to Sydney as soon as it’s advisable to move him,” the Director told her. “We feel that it’s advisable to remove him from the area, just in case it wasn’t an isolated event.”

Adrienne nodded, “the local police have provided deputies to guard the room, but they really don’t have many resources.”

“I see,” the Director frowned. “Well then that may well provide us with a solution to one of our dilemmas.”

“Pardon”

“Don’t worry about it, Adrienne,” the Director said reassuringly, using her first name for the first time. “I’ll take care of things from this end. Just look after that boy.it looks like he’s been used rather roughly, I’d say.”

Adrienne giggled slightly, a sign of her own fatigue, and nodded as she stole a look to where Ron was laying back again. “It has been quite a honeymoon, Ma’am.”

“Quite,” the Director said dryly, smiling again. “Rest easy, Adrienne. I’ll speak with you later.”

Thank you, Ma’am,” Adrienne Somer said, closing the connection.

She looked over to where her husband was laying, wondering if he’d drifted off again.

“Is she gone” Ron asked, his lips tightening into a slight smile.

Adrienne smiled, ducking her head in relief. “I’ve been so worried.”

“I know,” he said. “I’ve been listening to you breathe.”

“Under other circumstances that would either be romantic or creepy,” she informed her husband, “for now, though, I’ll accept it at face value.”

“Good,” he chuckled, then groaned slightly.

“Ron! Are you.”

“I’m okay.I’m okay,” he lifted a hand, presumably to assure her that he was, in fact, okay, but made the mistake of trying to lift the one in the large cast and it banged down on the edge of the bed when it slipped off its brace.

Adrienne caught it up again, holding it as Ron groaned another time, then gingerly slid it back into the brace. “Carefully. carefully.”

Ronald Somer nodded, “Yeah.I guess I’ll have to take that advice from now on.”

*****

They were about halfway through their meal when Anselm’s portable went off, and he had to catch it in mid buzz.

“You know it’s normally polite to shut one of those off when you eat,” Gwen said dryly.

“Is yours off” Anselm responded pointedly.

Gwen had the decency to look chagrined, and he just smiled as he checked the number.

“Don’t throw stones if you’re living in a glass house,” he advised her, “even if it is a twenty-five thousand acre glass house.I have to take this, I’ll be right back.”

She nodded, watching as he walked a distance away and flipped open his portable. She continued eating while Anselm talked, almost finishing up her lunch before he returned and slid back into his seat.

“Important”

“Could be,” He nodded, taking up his fork and knife again and slicing into his steak. “The Director has decided to send a security team down here to watch Ronald Somer’s room.give your deputies a break.”

She nodded, it made sense. “That’s good to know, the Chief will be glad he doesn’t have to sign off on that much overtime.”

Anselm smiled, “yeah. The Director’s good people.”






Chapter 5
The rented Honda CRV-EV bounced and jostled as it drove along the old secondary road that followed alongside the new highway that had been constructed, to service the Tower Project and its burgeoning city, only ten years earlier.

Inside, Joshua Corvine, G2 Field Agent for the Central Intelligence Agency watched the scenery with mild interest, though his eyes continued to come back to the kilometer high tower that rose from behind the crest of land just ahead.

He’d been assigned to the Australian office as an attach�, a plum position for any operative, despite the general unrest to the North, between Mainland China and Taiwan, and so had been available, when the Flash traffic had come from the NRO intercepts office, a day earlier.

It wasn’t the sort of job that Joshua wanted anything to do with at this point in his career, but when the order comes down from above, one can only straighten up and bull on through.

The profile of the target danced in his mind’s eye as Joshua began to push the underpowered electric vehicle up the rolling hill, wincing inwardly at how strained the CRV felt as it went. Abdallah Amir, the name was a joke. He was after Raymond Gorra, a traitorous piece of filth that had turned on his own people, not some so called `Slave of God’.

Twenty years earlier, Joshua would have jumped at the chance for a mission like this. It had all the makings of an Agency Legend. A desperate terrorist target, the single agent sent in to rout him out. The stuff Hollywood blockbusters were made of.

Of course, it wasn’t quite that way. There was a team being formed under Langley’s direction in California, and they’d be coming in within three, maybe four days, to take over the mission, but Langley had wanted a man on the scene, before the team arrived to provide better intel.

Pushing forty-five years old, the last thing on Joshua’s list of desirable jobs at the moment was hunting down some crazed terrorist, who hadn’t made a peep for five years. With his luck, Joshua figured that he’d probably arrive just in time for the crazy son of a bitch to strap on his dynamite overcoat and take his last trip to visit Allah, or God, or whatever deity the bastard really worshiped.

The dark train of thoughts fled as the old CRV-EV topped the crest of the rolling hill and the sparkling glimmer of the Project greenhouse came into view.

“Christ,” the CIA Agent whispered, shaking his head.

The dossier on the place, not to mention all the documentaries and tourist pictures, really didn’t do it justice. The tower just didn’t look as tall as it really was, until you started to get some perspective. And, out in the outback, there was precious little perspective to be had. That all changed, though, once you got close enough to see the small city that had grown up around it.

It was one big tower.

Joshua shook his head, smiling a little ruefully as he realized that he’d been staring like a country-fired rube, and stepped on the accelerator of his dinky little CRV.

I should have taken the main road, he thought as the CRV-EV bumped and jostled along the poorly maintained side road.

The well paved highway would have been a smoother, and faster, trip, but Joshua was posing as the kind of stupid American who would drive out through the outback in a vehicle that really wasn’t ideal for the drive. He’d crunched his numbers carefully, figuring that he’d make Tower City, just before his charge ran out.

That was the plan, anyway.

If it ran out earlier, well he had a quick charge capacitor stored under the spare tire to cover that eventuality. Joshua wanted to look stupid, he didn’t want to be proven so.

Of course he didn’t feel too bright, as a stray rock clanged hard against the undercarriage of his car, wincing at the noise and the vibrations that made it through to his seat. Other than the quick charger and his Agency issue portable, all he had to complete his mission was a couple credit cards that would appear almost maxed out if anyone checked them, and the mission assigned sidearm he had under the seat of the car.

Another reason to hate the mission, he supposed. That and the country in general. Australia’s strict policy of gun control had spilled out into so many other areas over the past decade that it was practically impossible for a civilian to get a permit to carry a knife, let alone an automatic like the Colt Avenger 9mm Extended he had checked out of the Embassy.

In a worst case scenario, Joshua knew that he could claim diplomatic status to avoid arrest, but that would burn him in a heartbeat if Raymond Gorra had penetrated the local police. His job was to gather intel, so the gun shouldn’t be needed, but he’d paid his dues in the field and knew that shouldn’t didn’t equate with wouldn’t nearly as much as he wished it would.

As he entered the city limits, Joshua Corvine wished once again that he could have sent his junior agent in his place. Unfortunately the damn punk kid was greener than the grass that grew on his neighbor’s lawn and there was no way that he would have sent the poor brat on a solo mission, not even if Joshua knew that he, himself was too old, too slow, and too damned fat for this kind of thing.

*****

Gwendolyn Dougal led Anselm into the large space the Tower City PD had put aside for maintenance work on their vehicles, and walked straight toward the badly battered Eliica that sat alone in the huge room.

“Alvin!” She yelled, grinning.

There was a bang and a yelp of pain, causing a pair of legs to twitch and jerk from where they were sticking out from under the Eliica. A few moments later a white-haired man that Anselm guessed to be about fifty, rolled out and glared at the redhead who was smirking at him.

“You watch yourself, girl,” the older man, Alvin, Anselm presumed, said as he glared at Gwen . “You’re not so old that I couldn’t put you over my knee.”

“You can try it anytime, Alvin,” she told him sweetly. “We’ll see who winds up over whose knee.”

“Ah now,” the old man grinned. “Either outcome wouldn’t be so bad, from where I stand.”

“You old pervert,” Gwen grinned. “How’s my car”

Alvin lost his smile, eyeing her with a look one might expect him to give to some lower form of life. Like a tax collector, perhaps. “You’ve got some nerve asking me THAT question, Gwenny. You’ve gone done a bad thing here, Girl.”

“It’s a police car, Alvin,” Gwen defended herself, holding up her hands. “It’s here for a reason.”

“Aye,” Alvin nodded. “And that reason isn’t to be bouncing around like a rubber ball just cause you think it’s a four-wheeler.”

“There was a life at stake.”

“Aye,” he said again, this time grudgingly in agreement with her. “And don’t you think that I don’t understand.If it had been anything else, I’d kick you out of my garage, Girl.”

Gwen smiled, more seriously this time, and nodded. “How bad”

He clapped his hands clean of the dust he’d picked up while working under the car and seemed to consider. Finally he sighed and shrugged, “not so bad as you deserved, but bad enough. You’ve completely bent out the bottom shroud, so I’ll have to rip that off. It’ll take a week to get a replacement it, but I think I can fabricate one in a couple hours.”

“Could you” Gwen looked hopeful.

“Don’t you go getting any ideas,” Alvin growled. “The body work is going to take all day, and I’ve got to strip all eight of the motors to make sure you haven’t got grit into the workings.those things seize up and we’ll lose the car for three weeks at least.”

Gwen looked like a kid who’d just been told there was no Santa Claus, almost drawing a laugh from Anselm as he looked on.

Alvin rolled his eyes, then shook his head and cuffed his feet on the cement floor. “Look, come back tomorrow afternoon.One o’clock, mind you! Not twelve fifty-five.One! I’ll.well, I’ll see what I can do.”

“Thanks Alvin,” Gwen smiled again, giving the older man a kiss on the forehead. “I owe you.”

He brushed her off, growling. “You already owe me, Girl.and none of that or I’ll have you up on harassment charges!”

Gwen just laughed at him and turned away, dragging Anselm out with her.

“He’s a sweetheart,” she told Anselm after they were back in the police station house. “Likes to talk gruff, but a real softy. A born tinkerer too, you’d think he was born with a wrench one hand and a keyboard in the other.”

Anselm just nodded, busy trying to decide what course to follow next.

Gwen keyed into his distraction quickly, but didn’t say anything as they continued walking back toward her office. Once inside, she finally spoke up, “What’s wrong”

“What Oh. Nothing really,” Anselm said. “I’m just trying to figure out what to do next.”

“Glad I’m not the only one,” Gwen replied dryly.

“Oh, you’re not,” he assured her fervently. “I’m at a stumbling block right now. It’s like I’ve suddenly got a lot of evidence, it’s just that none of it is precisely what I need.”

He sighed, rubbing at his chin absently, “I’m afraid that I’m back to plan A.”

“Which was”

“Wander around like a tourist.” Anselm replied wryly.

Gwen chuckled, shaking her head. “When in doubt, throw a dart blindfolded. Is that it”

“Something like that.”

Gwen shook her head, “You need a native tour guide”

Anselm grinned, “I wouldn’t say no.”

*****

In the Tower, air traveled at speeds up to forty kilometers per hour, making the trip from the bottom of the tower to the top in approximately eight minutes. Along the way, it turned a brace of wind turbines set into the side of the immense structure, generating two hundred megawatts of electrical power for consumption by the inhabitants of Tower City, as well as other residents of the Australian continent.

The net result was clean, emission free power.

Unless, of course, someone added emissions of their own.

“What’s the reading, Mr. Jacob”

“Eighty parts per billion.”

Abdallah Amir nodded in satisfaction, “If our calculations hold up, we should be able to achieve approximately double this during peak production.”

“Will that be enough”

“Enough for the effects to be felt around the world, Jacob,” Amir smiled. “They talk of `the shot heard round the globe’, but this is the one that will be felt throughout the world.”

*****

Joshua Corvine grimaced as he looked around the room he’d reserved from Sydney.

It wasn’t such a bad room, he supposed. It was large, as such things went, with room for a bed and desk, as well as a full bathroom and access to a satellite TV that was glued to the wall. Ten years ago that would probably have made the room exceptional, actually, a high definition screen, eight feet from corner to corner. Today they rolled the things off the assembly line by the millions, and just let the store cut the plastic film to the size the customer desired.

No, the room was fine, the problem was that he was three levels underground and it gave him the creeps.

Bloody Aussies, or Eco-nuts, or whatever these people are, he growled as he thought, sitting on the foot of the bed and taking out his Portable. All the room in the world to build out, and they dig themselves a hole in the ground.

He liked the Aussies, Joshua did, at least most of the time. They were generally a nice people, friendly, who brewed good beer and knew how to enjoy themselves. All good reasons why Joshua had requested the Sydney post as a place to finish out his career before taking his government pension and retiring back home.

However, like them or not, he didn’t understand them most of the time.

Of course, what could one expect from people living in a country that housed most of the deadliest animals on the planet. Having been warned more than once concerning the danger of spiders smaller than his thumbnail back at the embassy, Joshua was relatively certain that God had tried his damndest to tell people that Australia wasn’t for them.

Course, people being people - no one listened.

Joshua drew his portable from its belt pouch and snapped it open. Like most modern portables it looked like an oriental fan when it was fully extended, the semi-circular screen fanned out around the palm grip. This one was NRO issued, one given out to each American Embassy in the world, plus there were a small handful, in the hands of agents doing jobs similar to the one, that Joshua was now on, and it included a few tricks that weren’t quite available on the market yet.

Its internal memory was measured in hundreds of terabytes, and that was only because the carbon nanotube technology wasn’t as advanced when it was delivered six months earlier as it was now. The computer itself was a four core processor capable of connecting to the CIA’s heavy metal super computer cluster if it needed any extra power for calculations. The most impressive thing the little device could do, however, was what Joshua was checking at the moment.

The device beeped at his request, then displayed a countdown timer.

Satellite available in ninety-three minutes, forty-seven seconds.

*****

“From the observation level you can see eighty kilometers in any given direction.”

Anselm and Gwen tuned out the drone of the tour guide as he talked to the group of tourists who had driven in to see the world’s tallest man-made structure from the top down. They had moved off to the side and were enjoying the beautiful, if somewhat frightening view as they talked.

“There has to be a way to find him,” Gwen said, frowning into the distance.

Anselm shook his head, “in a city of eighty thousand It’s not that simple.”

“The Shanties aren’t a huge place, Anselm,” she said. “Strangers still stick out like sore thumbs. Plus, we know he’s had some contact with the thermies.”

“Ah, the ones who won’t talk to me” Anselm asked with a slight smile.

Gwen nodded once in grudging agreement, “he can’t hide forever.”

“No, no one can when people are determined to find them,” Anselm conceded. “But that doesn’t mean that we’ll find him any time soon.”

“I just wish I knew what he was doing here,” Gwen told him, “That thought you tossed out about radiation in the tower gives me chills.”

“It was just a thought,” Anselm shrugged, “but it has to be something to do with the tower.Otherwise why would he be here”

She nodded, knowing that Anselm had a point. There were limited things of interest in Tower City, and the Tower was most of them. What was left was almost entirely included in the twenty-five thousand acres of greenhouse that lay directly below them at the moment. The Shanties themselves were only interesting for their reputation of being the `greenest’ of green cities, with an almost obsessive attention to reducing environmental damage.

This made Anselm’s suggestion that Abdallah might use the tower to launch some sort of terror attack doubly chilling. It was intended to save the world. Good clean energy for everyone. Not cause more damage to an agonized planet. The idea that someone could twist it wasn’t something Gwen liked to contemplate.

She had her duty, however, and she would do what needs must.

“If he’s going to use the tower,” she said after a moment, “Then he needs access to it, right”

Anselm nodded, “Of course.But everyone has access to it, we’re here aren’t we”

Gwen shook her head and reached forward to rap the heavy composite dome that surrounded them, “We’re sealed in here. This stuff is practically bulletproof.if he wants to mess with things, he’ll need to be inside.”

Anselm nodded slowly, “Alright.How many employees are in the tower”

“Depends on if you mean core employees or everyone,” Gwen responded with a shrug, “People with full time access to the tower.maybe fifty, give or take. But the greenhouse itself employs a lot more, especially with the tourism factor and agriculture.”

“So.how many” Anselm asked, looking down over the green fields that were obscured by the glass one kilometer below.

“Maybe seven or eight hundred.”

Anselm was caught between being dismayed at the size of the number, and surprised that it wasn’t larger. “That’s a lot of strawberries and kiwis.”

Gwen chuckled, nodding. “They also grow medicinal plants, fragrant plants, some more basic foodstuff. Quite a lot of it actually, but that’s not surprising.”

“Oh”

“Well it was founded by three Cooperatives, you know,” she told him.

Anselm shook his head, “I didn’t.”

“They all signed on before the project got off the ground,” she said. “A recycling group, a power coop, and an Agro-coop. The idea was that the three together covered all the bases that could be explored in the project.”

Anselm nodded, mind rushing ahead of the conversation. Seven or eight hundred people would have to be employed officially, and that meant that they probably were all recorded on the national database. Since they were working within the confines of a power plant, unless Anselm was mistaken, they would have had to run print checks on all of them. The thing was, fingerprints weren’t the fool proof thing they used to be. Modern career criminals were growing into the times, learning to adapt to a world that was constantly adapting to itself. A polymer spray could obliterate fingerprints on a person’s hand for up to four days by filling in the ridgelines and blocking the oils that left traceable prints.

More sophisticated types were able to mold new prints, using fractal equations to create prints almost as unique as the DNA derived real deal. Those types were still quite rare, but were also growing in frequency. And the real nasty types often left prints of other real people on the scene, either to actively frame the person who’s identity they had stolen, or simply too muddy the police investigation.

So a cursory background check made by the owners of the power plant could be fooled easily enough, especially if these people had been at the cutting edge of criminal science a few years earlier before more stringent checks may have been put into action.

Of course, that assumed that more stringent checks were put into action. The Tower was a power plant, so some form of background check was mandatory, unless Anselm was very much mistaken in his knowledge of Australian law. However, there was no dangerous materials on site, and certainly nothing anyone would expect to attract terrorism, so maybe the checks weren’t as tight as other power plants that contained little things like nuclear materials.

“Probably isn’t as tight.”

“What”

Anselm started, looking over at Gwen. “Huh”

“What you said, what were you talking about”

Anselm’s mind raced as he backed up and realized that he’d spoke aloud. He grinned, chagrined by the slip, “Sorry, I was thinking aloud. I was just considering what kind of background checks the Tower owners would have made.”

“Oh.” Gwen nodded, frowning. “I’m pretty sure that they had to run all the standard background checks.”

“Facial Topography”

The Inspector frowned, shaking her head. “I doubt it.”

Anselm nodded, he’d expected that much. Facial Topography had very much became the tool of choice for law enforcement over the past decade or so, much like fingerprint analysis was in the earlier part of the twentieth century, and DNA was in the latter.

It was possible to `spoof’ a Facial Topography scan, but only by changing your appearance noticeably. Something that was much easier to notice than a spray-on polymer coating your fingers. DNA, of course, still provided final confirmation though.

“Can we get access to the Tower Employee database”

Gwen shrugged, “We can ask.”

Anselm smiled and nodded.

Of course they could ask.

And if they were told no, well Anselm had one or two tricks up his sleeve, or rather hanging on his belt, that weren’t taught in any regular police academy.

*****

The visual spectrum scan of the Tower complex yielded no additional information than Joshua already had in his rather sparse briefing, but the enhanced spectrum pictures were another matter altogether.

There was a more extensive underground presence beneath the tower complex than the blueprints filed with the Australian government indicated, including one segment that appeared to be heavily shielded.

That was an item of concern to Joshua, since there could be just about anything in that section of underground tunnels. Overhead radiation sweeps from the N-SAT scans had yielded nothing of import, a few tiny hits from where Joshua knew the hospital would be, but certainly nothing weapons grade.

There were few reasons, however, to have a complex of tunnels quite so heavily shielded, especially under a power plant that generated no emissions, nor any radiation. So it seemed likely that Raymond was here for a reason, and that reason wasn’t the tower. It was under the tower.

Which meant that some on-site intel was going to be needed for the team when it arrived from state-side.

Joshua sighed, drawing his Colt from under the pillow of his bed. He looked at the weapon for a long moment, trying to decide what to do with it.

He’d have to check out the tunnels for himself, that was a given.

After a long moment Joshua stashed the gun back under his pillow and instead drew out a loud, garish shirt that screamed `tourist’. If he got caught, he’d try to bluff his way out.

A few hours, then he’d go. Chances were that even terrorists would be tied to the solar clock, and they’d be a little off their game once the sun went down, even if they were underground and couldn’t see it.

Joshua looked over at the pillow where his pistol was hidden, itching to slide it into his belt under his shirt, but shook his head.

If they found him, they’d search him. If they found that gun, it would be game over.

He’d have better luck with just the ugly shirt.

He hoped.

I’m too old for this cowboy shit.

*****

“The police have requested access to the tower employee database, Amir.”

Abdallah Amir groaned slightly, shaking his head. “It’s that damned Interpol Agent.”

Director Jacob nodded in agreement, “he must have forwarded the request through the local PD.”

Abdallah snorted in derision, “of course he did. Do you really believe that the Shanty town Police would ask for something like that from the project That’s most certainly Gunnar’s work. What did you say”

“That we had to respect our employees’ privacy of course.” Jacob said grimly, “however I believe that he will look for a warrant.”

Abdallah nodded, “of course he will. However, there is only one sitting Judge in the Shanties, and we own him.We have time, but its growing short, Jacob. He’ll go for a bench warrant from Sydney, if he must.”

“I agree, Amir,” Jacob replied. “What would you like done”

“Contact our people inside the Australian government try to have it delayed,” Abdallah said after a moment. “We only need three days.”

Three days.

It wasn’t too much to ask, Abdallah thought to himself.

Just three days.

Surely God, if he truly favored the cause, would grant him that.

It was truly remarkable, Abdallah supposed, how quickly a plan could unravel with the introduction of one single random element.

*****

Elsewhere the `random element’ was looking over a file while he waited for his local `partner’ to return. The Tower project was a stupendous piece of engineering, Anselm knew, but he’d never really looked into how stupendous a feat it really was.

It dwarfed any other human construct ever built, by almost a factor of two. Even the Liberty Plaza in New York, easily the number two construct, was much shorter than the Tower. Of course, Liberty Plaza was actually used as office buildings, so the design was much more complicated and incorporated a great deal of work that the Tower, which was basically just a tube of cement, steel, and Carbon Fiber, didn’t have.

The thermal updraft created by the tower was a great deal more powerful than the original plans had calculated, though not so much in their math as in the real world effect. The eddies that wove around the pillar of warm air had altered the numbers on the mathematicians in ways they hadn’t expected. Indeed, the Tower had become one of the leading centers of Meteorology as many Universities and Laboratories sent people to its location to study the effect of the enormous funnel that pumped air up into the upper levels of the atmosphere.

Anselm was interrupted in his studies when Gwen stepped back into the room, the look on her face telling him what he needed to know.

“No luck, huh” he smiled wryly.

“I’m afraid not,” she admitted. “Director Jacob won’t violate the privacy of his employees.”

Anselm nodded, having at least half expected something like that. Few companies were willing to just open up their database to the police, it was perceived as a bad precedent to set. In some ways Anselm agreed, but when he was looking for a mass murderer who had tried to use weapons of mass destruction on civilian populations, well he was willing to bend the rules to the breaking point.

And then twist just one iota more.

So he flipped open his portable and called up a program before looking at Gwen, “Do you know the Tower Project’s network node”

She stared at him, blinking furiously, “What good will that do you I already told you that they weren’t giving us access.”

“Just trust me.”

She eyed him for a moment, but finally turned on her office system and accessed the I2 backbone, and linked to the node he wanted.

“There,” she said after a moment.

Anselm loaded it into his portable, then paused and looked at Gwen.

“What” She looked suddenly nervous, glancing around for what he was looking at.

“Local PD Inspectors who want to maintain plausible deniability might want to leave the room for fifteen minutes or so,” he said after a moment.

She looked at him, then at her computer, and swallowed. Finally Gwendolyn nodded and flipped her own system off and got up, “you know what I feel like coffee. Want some”

“Black,” he smiled, “two sugars.”

She nodded, “alright, I’ll be back in.fifteen minutes of so.”

“I’ll be here,” Anselm said as she left, then waited for the door to close before he looked back to his portable.

He was just as glad that she didn’t decide to be `noble’ in one way or another, either by trying to stop him or by trying to support him. That stuff worked out well in movies, but when he was breaking the law in the real world, he really didn’t want to deal with the responsibility of bringing someone else down with him.

He accessed the node with his browser, then called up a terminate and stay resident program to monitor and operate as a gateway between his browser and the node. In a few moments, he was deep into the Tower’s public files, but that was only the start.

The first thing he had to do was identify the security system in place. If it was a custom job, then his work would be a lot more difficult, perhaps impossible for him personally, but the odds were against it.

It wasn’t. It was a SecureGate IV server with a hardware firewall.

Not a bad system, five years earlier.

Anselm accessed the server, then sent a backdoor command to the firewall, causing it to open a port into the tower network well off from the commonly monitored routes. In a few seconds he was in and downloading the employee files.

Sometimes it was just that easy, he supposed.

He’d `acquired’ the backdoor command from a programmer he’d worked with some time earlier. Many of the top security packages included them, quietly of course, so that the company could recover files for the client, or let the client back into their own system, in the rather common event of a lost password.

That had changed a bit when biometric security became vogue, but not as much as most people assumed. While it was true that it was a great deal harder to lose ones fingerprints or, more disturbingly, retina, it was also true that people who were the sole persons cleared for access to some systems disappeared, or died.

So the tradition of putting backdoor systems into many private security programs continued unabated.

Sometimes, Anselm thought that it was just done as a power trip for the programmers, but he wasn’t going to complain about something that worked in his favor.

His own home system wasn’t connected to the I2 network in any fashion, largely for that very reason, however.

So when Gwen returned with the coffee, she found Anselm leaning back in the visitors chair and watching as faces flashed past his screen.

“I guess I really don’t want to know, do I” She asked with a hint of distaste in her voice. “You do know that any information acquired this way won’t be admissible in court”

Anselm chuckled lightly, “I already have all the evidence I need on Mr. Amir, Gwen. When we catch him, he’s not getting much more than his day in court.if that. More likely his hour in Court will be enough. You don’t kill entire villages to test your deployment strategy for an attack on the UN and get away with it.”

Anselm looked up at her then, “I’m not an Inspector, my job isn’t to prepare a criminal case, Gwen. My job is to deliver the suspect to custody.”

She sighed, shaking her head, but handed him the coffee he’d asked for and reluctantly nodded her head toward the portable. “Did you find anything”

Anselm shook his head, “not yet, but I’ve only processed about a tenth of the employee files and.”

His portable sung out suddenly.

“Hello,” He said, looking down. “What’s this”

Gwen leaned in, frowning as she caught sight of a face she knew. “That’s Director Jacob.”

“Is it” Anselm smiled thinly as the program began confirming its initial estimate, examining the length of the nose, the height and prominence of the cheekbones, and the accent of the brow with a series of vector based calculations.

After a moment, it beeped again and spat out new file.

“Jacob Kalinden,” Anselm whistled, shaking his head. “Holy hell.I should have recognized the bastard.”

“Who”

“Jacob Harrow Kalindan. Former member of pretty much every eco-fringe group in existence.for all the time that lasted at any rate,” Anselm said.

“You’re kidding.”

Anselm laughed at the utter disbelief in Gwen’s voice, “he got kicked out of almost all of them. Started suggesting that killing people was the way to change the world. Not even the hardest Green Peacers were willing to let someone say that.at least not while using their public image.”

Gwen grimaced, remembering a few cases in the past where otherwise respectable individuals suggested what amounted to murder in the name of the Earth. It was rare, almost as rare as the proverbial hen’s tooth, but it had happened. There had been one professor in the States, almost two decades earlier, who had advocated killing seal hunters on the Canadian east coast.

Every community had its lunatics, she supposed, but they really were the oddity among ecologists.

“How did he get a job as Director here” She asked, genuinely curious.

Anselm shrugged, “It looks like he was part of the original project advocates.under the assumed name of Samuel Jacob. He applied for the position when it came open, and was accepted largely based on prior performance. Nothing outwardly questionable.”

The portable suddenly beeped again.

Anselm raised an eyebrow, frowning as he flipped from Jacob’s file to look at another one.

“Holy shit.” He said after a moment.

“What”

“This can’t be right.” Anselm shook his head, “I know this man is dead.”

Gwen looked over his shoulder again, frowning. “That’s Doctor Kreig.”

“You know this man”

“Of course, he’s in charge of the Tower Medical Center,” Gwen replied. “It services the entire city.”

“This can’t be who it looks like,” Anselm said firmly. “Geoffrey Kragen died twelve years ago. I was there when it happened.”

“A mis-identification”

“Possible,” Anselm looked at the picture with a sudden foreboding looming in the back of his mind.

After a moment, he closed his portable and stood up.

“Where are you going” Gwen asked sharply.

“Back to my room,” he told her. “I need to think about some things.”

“Who’s Kragen!” Gwen asked as he started to walk out, “Anselm Agent Gunnar!”

He didn’t answer, barely heard her, in fact. Anselm Gunnar had something else entirely on his mind now.

*****

Some time later Anselm Gunnar found himself watching the thermal shimmer of the setting sun as it wavered through the plume that rose from the bore of the Tower, not really seeing the beautiful display, as his mind lay elsewhere. He’d been trying to resolve what he knew with what he was seeing on his portable and the answer wouldn’t come out in any way that he wanted.

Dr Kragan was dead. Anselm knew that, the way he knew that the sun would rise in the morning. He’d watched the man’s body being rolled from his own lab, pulled the sheet back from the body while protected by a Hazmat suit to confirm the identify, himself.

The face he saw in his dreams at night was barely human, but it had been Kragan. DNA had confirmed it, along with dental records.

So who was this Dr Krieg

Anselm shook his head, trying to work it out and failing yet again.

He didn’t believe in coincidence, that had been Anselm’s credo for years in a career where coincidence almost always seemed far too pat, to be comfortable. Nevertheless, there were times when things were the results of little more than pure chance.

This could be one of those.

However, Anselm didn’t feel that it was. He may have been biased, almost certainly was in fact. But just because you are biased doesn’t mean you’re wrong. There are often very good reasons for being bias, and if you are prejudiced based on good and real experience, then it was an excellent rule to measure things against.

So he wasn’t letting the `random chance’ card hit the table.

Not this time.

His mind said that Kragan was dead, his gut said that the man working at the Tower now was Dr Krieg. One of them was wrong, but Anselm wasn’t betting against his gut.

The Director, however, wouldn’t take his gut as decent evidence. The Employee file was a good start, but it wasn’t enough. The evidence was tainted now, useless in an investigation. She’d need more before she could act against Dr Krieg, especially since the man they believed him to be was declared dead in their own files.

It was time, then, to do what Anselm was paid to do.

Snoop.

*****

The aging Blackhawk helicopter set down easily on the pad, its motor cutting off as the doors were flung open and the first of a group of men and women in jumpsuits jumped off, ducking under the still turning blades. A couple dozen feet away the disembarkation of the five men and women in jumpsuits was watched by two hard weathered men dressed much the same.

“Lieutenant Greene!” The lead man said, lifting his head and extending his hand as he stepped out from under the rotor wash. “Interpol. We’re on special assignment, and we need transport to Tower City.”

The higher ranked of the two soldiers standing there raised his eyebrow skeptically, “Why is Interpol sending a START unit to the Tower”

“We’re being detached as a protective detail, Major,” the Lieutenant said crisply, the whine of the rotors fading out behind them.

“Right,” the Major said dryly, “Lieutenant, do I look stupid to you”

Someone tittered behind Greene, but he studiously ignored it. Obviously the Major was playing a game here, and until he learned the name and the rules, he wasn’t going to risk antagonizing the man.

“No sir,” he responded.

It seemed like a safe answer.

The Major didn’t change his expression, “The day that Interpol feels the need to assign a START unit as bodyguards, is the day I dance naked in the outback with the tribes.”

There was another quickly smothered laugh, and Greene slashed his hands violently behind his back to shut whoever it was up.

“Major, I’m not certain what you’re talking about, but we have all appropriate clearances from the Australian Government.”

“I’m quite aware of your clearance, son,” the Major said, softening slightly. “Walk with me.”

The Major turned away, gesturing to the man at his side.

The man, a Lieutenant, stepped forward and gestured to the rest of Greene’s team. “If you’ll follow me, we’ll get you set for the last leg of your trip.”

Greene nodded to his team, then stepped off and followed the Major.

They walked off in a seemingly arbitrary direction, striding across the tarmac quickly, and were several dozen meters away from the other group before the Major spoke.

“Tell me about this problem of yours, Lieutenant.”

Greene swallowed, thinking about it. He hadn’t been specifically told not to tell anyone, but it had been made clear that his official reason for visiting Tower City was to protect the husband of Agent Somer. He hesitated only for a second, though, before making his decision. This Major clearly already knew more than the official story anyway.

“We have positive sighting of multiple terrorists on the most wanted charts inside of Tower City,” he said. “The data just came through last night confirming that at least two individuals wanted under international law are currently residing there, and our Agent on site believes that there is at least one more.”

“I see,” the Major nodded. “That was more or less what I’d been led to believe, though I wasn’t aware that you have positive confirmation.”

“Last night the photos came in, Sir,” the Lieutenant replied. “At least two employees of the Tower project are known terrorists, one of them has been presumed dead for several years.”

“Disturbing,” the major summed it up simply, then shrugged. “But what trouble can they get up to there There are no dangerous materials used by the project.”

Greene shrugged, “not my department, Major.”

The man grunted, nodding his assent.

“Alright, Lieutenant,” the Major replied. “My men and I will prepare transport for our teams.”

“Sir”

The Major smile was feral, “You didn’t think that the Special Air Service Regiment was going to let some nancy boy STARTers have all the fun right under our noses did you”

*****

Penetrating the security of the project hospital had been a joke, pretty much as expected. Corvine knew better than to consider that a decent measure to judge the rest of the facility by. The hospital was in the public section of the tunnels that contained the Project administration, built under the immense greenhouse that stood above them.

Like everything else connected to the Tower Project, or the small city that had grown up around it, the hospital was connected to the outside world primarily through the Monorail system that serviced the entire community, though it also had a service entrance from the tower above, and a vehicle entrance for personal and emergency vehicles.

Corvine had used the monorail, however, having decided that his electric Honda CRV wasn’t going to be much of a getaway car if things went south. Or north, given that he was already about as far south as you got without packing a parka and a ski-doo.

His portable held the plans for the official tunnels, plus the ground penetrating radar readings from the satellite he’d tapped earlier, which gave him a good view of all the tunnels plus, how they connected. He used that information, displayed in vibrant technicolor, to plot his meanderings through the facility.

The guards that were posted in the emergency room left him alone, their job wasn’t to keep people from wandering around, and they were there to help the doctors with trouble patients and to detain anyone showing up with suspicious injuries. Joshua was neither of those, so he ghosted past them without a second glance.

It was after he’d passed his third `No Admittance’ sign that Joshua began to move more cautiously, eyeing the path before he tread along it. As he past, Joshua took mental notes on the activities he saw but noted nothing that appeared out of the ordinary. The radiology lab was apparently understaffed, a harried looking secretary didn’t even look up as Joshua walked past like he was going somewhere specific.

He was going somewhere specific, of course, he just didn’t know where yet.

After several minutes of wandering, either ducking security guards and hospital staff, or confidently striding along like he knew where he was going, Joshua came to a dead end in the seemingly never ending array of off white hallways that sprouted from the central corridor.

He frowned, turning half around and looking for another option, then flipped open his Portable again. The fan shaped screen unfolded in its peculiar origami fashion, and in a few seconds he was looking over the schematics again.

The official hall ended here, exactly where it was supposed to on the project plans, but the radar scan from orbit still showed a continuation for another hundred meters.

Which, at the moment, made it Joshua’s eyes and the official plans against the satellite data.

Normally Joshua Corvine was inclined to believe his eyes over electronic data, but this one time he wasn’t willing to give up quite so easily. If he was right about what was going on, under the magnificent tower that loomed far above him, he had to find the tunnel that the computer insisted was there.

*****

Everything led back to the Tower.

Anselm let himself into the administration offices under the tower greenhouse using the electronic decryption program in his portable, moving through the empty space like a wraith in the night. The lights, in keeping with the power saving theme of the entire facility and, indeed, community beyond, were all powered down to absolute minimal levels, leaving only emergency lights to dot the hallways every twenty meters.

That suited Anselm well enough, as he’d already had to access into the security Wi-Fi network and blur himself out of three security cameras. The dark would help make that job easier. Luckily, the advances of Augmented Reality had given police a great deal of tools to use for just such an occasion. Of course, that was largely because criminals had developed them years earlier.

Editing a man out of a live video feed took processing power and, of course, unlimited access to the system the feed was being relayed through. The closer you could access it to the origin of the video, the better. Since he was currently using a superuser account built directly into the Tower’s security software, he should be pretty much invisible to anyone watching.

The personnel offices were just up ahead, and that was his first destination. He needed to make a hard copy confirmation of the digital information he had already `acquired’, then he would move on to the director’s own office and do a quick scout to check for anything out of the ordinary there.

What that was he didn’t know, but this wouldn’t be the first time in his career that Anselm went on a purely speculative fishing trip.

The code lock that led into the personnel room was simple enough to break, its encryption key the same as the doors that led up to it, and Anselm quickly let himself in and closed the door behind him. Like most major corporations the Tower project still kept reams of hardcopy on all its day to day business, despite the gradual takeover of electronic means to record the minutia of the office.

The sheer mass of those files was represented in the eight huge cabinets that confronted Anselm once he had secured the door behind him. The Interpol man’s heart sank as he sighed and moved forward to begin working his way through the mass of paper.

*****

It was never as easy as it looked in the movies.

After almost half an hour, Joshua had given up. The corridor may, in fact, go on past the wall in front of him, but he was convinced that there was no clever catch to make it swing or slide open, no hatch that would let him go under or over it. It was exactly what it appeared to be, a solid wall at the end of a corridor.

This meant that while the tunnel might go on, he wasn’t getting into it from here.

The CIA man began to backtrack, moving back through the more populated and active sections of the hospital and working his way back out.

He’d wasted enough time on that dead end, and now needed to find another way to his goal as his time continued to dwindle away.

Joshua wandered through the halls of the hospital facility, head down as he buried himself in the data his portable was now spewing out concerning the Tower project and its construction, looking for all the world like a harried doctor or administrator, trying desperately to catch up on his work.

For all that, however, he wasn’t any nearer to finding the missing key to his puzzle by the time he had exited the facility and was standing by the Monorail terminal once more.

He reexamined the information on his portable, taking time he didn’t really have in order to get it right. The key to accessing the deeper corridors, getting into the hidden facility within the facility, had to be there.

The NRO keyhole satellite had fed him real time images using thermal, though that was basically useless due to the entire dome of camouflage above him, and radar, and then overlayed those with data from overhead radiation sweeps. Other than the tunnels not listed in the official plans, there was nothing at all.

There had to be something down there.

Joshua was certain of that, he just couldn’t quite fathom what. Raymond Gorra, AKA Abdallah Amir, wasn’t here on vacation. He was a wanted fugitive in fifteen countries, an international terrorist, and for any and all of its faults, Australia wasn’t one of the nations that harbored such. In fact, Joshua figured, hiding out down under was one of the more spectacularly stupid things a man like Gorra could do.

And yet, he’d done it.

What was worse, it had somehow worked.

How long had Gorra been here was another question. If he had been here the entire time since his supposed `death’, he’d been spectacularly successful in laying low. Even dead, his picture was still on the walls and computers of too many police agencies for the man’s comfort, Joshua was sure.

He had to be up to something, and it had to be important enough to risk hiding out in a country that was just as likely to ship him off to the States as a terrorist, as spit on him.

Yet the overhead sweeps had detected no radiological hot spots other than the hospital’s own radiology room, which had been checked and cleared already.

Joshua Corvine hated mysteries, but he had a hell of one on his plate now.

To solve it, first he had to get all the information, and to do that, he needed to find a way into those hidden tunnels.

The CIA man flipped back through the ground penetrating radar images, looking for another way in.

*****

Interpol was going to owe him overtime, Anselm decided as he carefully replaced a thick file folder with the personnel information on Director Jacob.

The file was thick, meticulous, boring as an accounting course, and a total fabrication from top to bottom.

Anselm closed the cabinet, flipped his Portable shut and pocketed the electronic device. He’d scanned the files in their entirety, the relevant ones he could find at least, and had already backed them up to his Interpol network hard drive. They would establish a clear line of evidence if he had to prove conspiracy on the part of the Tower project, though he hoped it wouldn’t come to that.

It wasn’t looking good for the project though, Anselm thought privately. A single employee who happened to be a fugitive was something that could be understood, overlooked, but when that employee was the Director things started getting shaky.

Add to that the fact that He’d scanned at least five other fugitives in his perusal of the project’s files and things started looking really bad. Of course, once they’d missed Director Jacob, the Project backers had a perfect reason for not seeing the others.

Jacob could easily have cooked the books himself, which would make Anselm’s job that much harder if it came to going after the Project itself.

He locked up the cabinets then, shrugging as he did. If it were easy, he wouldn’t be the one they gave the case too.

Knowing that they were here, though, was only half the case.

What the hell were they doing here, that was the question that was burning Anselm’s blood now. The men on his list were all dangerous fugitives, men who had, in some cases, gone so far as to fake their own deaths to divert the attention of the law.

In Doctor Kragan’s case, he’d apparently faked his death specifically to come here. His hiring date was mere weeks after the `death’ of Dr Krieg. Which still made no sense to Anselm, as he’d seen the man’s body himself.

Drugged Fake a death like coma

Anselm had heard of things like that, but mostly those things were inventions of Hollywood, they didn’t stand a chance of passing a forensic examination. Put frankly, if you’re faking your death that way, you’d better be damned sure that the medical examiner isn’t going to do an autopsy.


Lookalike

That was possible. Plastic surgery had come a long way over the past few decades, and dummying up a dupe of some guy wasn’t all that hard.

Passing a DNA test was another matter, but there were ways around that.

Anselm frowned, letting himself out of the office and closing the door behind him, thumbing a command on his Portable to lock the electronic security system again. He made a note to check the autopsy on Kreig, and have a local agent pay a call on the office that did it.

Bribing a man in the ME’s office was the easiest, supplying the mole with a confirming DNA sample. The ME himself was the best bet, if that was the plan, because that allowed you to doctor the fingerprints, DNA, and dental with one shot, and keep the radical reconstructive surgery from being reported at the same time.

Other than that, Krieg would have had to really stretch to fake his death that well.

Cloning was possible, at least since the turn of the century, but was impractical given that you’d basically have to have prescient parents to pull it off. Clones needed as long to mature as a normal human, which was pretty much why the few `clones’ that existed to date were simply called twins.

Anselm came up short, eyes narrowing.


A twin

Even identical twins wouldn’t pass a full forensics examination, but it might pass a cursory one, especially if a few euros were slipped into the right handshakes.

Of course, if that were the case, maybe Doctor Krieg was the twin, and Kragan really was dead.

Anselm rubbed his eyes, he could feel a headache coming on.

Approaching footsteps startled him out of his moment of self pity, and Anselm Gunnar pushed himself back against the wall, sliding along it to an alcove, as a figure came around the corner, moving through the dark hall.

*****

Joshua Corvine frowned as he made his way back through the halls, heading toward the Director’s office.

The CIA man had compared the diagrams of the Tower Project with the Ground Penetrating Radar scans from the satellite sweep and found a couple interesting points of intersection. One of them was in the Director’s office, a thin line on the radar map that was barely visible. If he was right, Director Jacob had a backdoor into the section of the Project tunnels that Corvine most desperately wanted to see.

Joshua hoped he was right.

The electronic security was a joke, off the rack commercial software and hardware, easily cracked by the suite of security programs and supercomputer time he had access to through his portable, so he didn’t have any problems with getting in.

Dodging guards was a no brainer, since there didn’t appear to be any, the single security guard employed to protect the Project was sitting behind a desk in an office a level above Joshua, watching screens that showed him exactly what Corvine wanted him to see.

The emergency lighting was annoying though, the shadows it case made him nervous as he moved through the empty halls.

He had that itchy feeling on the back of his neck that made him feel like he was being watched.

Joshua hated that feeling.

He picked up the pace a little, quickly arriving at the large office at the end of the hall, and let himself through the frosted glass doors.

It was an elegantly appointed, large receptionist office with two large wooden doors at the far side. Those were his targets.

The security, interestingly enough, was mechanical here, not electronic. That put a crimp in the CIA agent’s schedule, but he had come prepared.

The lock pick gun whirred a few times as it randomly tried different combinations, refining its approach with every right tumbler it clicked over. In a little under a minute the heavy doors slid open silently, and Joshua smiled wryly as he slipped in, thanking the Director for keeping his hinges well oiled.

Joshua hated that damned squeak some doors gave off. Even if a place was completely empty, it always felt like he’d just alerted an army to his presence.

Once inside, Joshua looked around the Director’s office and had to admit, he was impressed.

It was even larger than the reception office outside, and included a scale model of the Tower along one wall, the chimney reaching nearly to the ceiling. Project Awards filled that wall, plaques and trophies, as well as certificates of commendations and the like.

A bookcase killed another wall, looking like a rich man’s ego trip more than someone’s reading library, but impressive just the same. The desk that filled the back of the office was oak, unless Joshua was much mistaken, and expensive as hell.

However, none of that was what primarily interested him.

The door in the corner, now that was what he was here for.

At least, Joshua hoped so. He’d hate to have come this far just to break into the director’s closet.

*****

Anselm watched from his alcove as the man passed him, not daring to move until the hallway was clear again. He didn’t recognize the man as he’d passed, but that didn’t mean anything, the Tower Project employed hundreds of people or more.

Though, he had to admit, few of them would be walking through the halls this late at night, looking over their shoulder from time to time like they were worried about being seen.

Anselm hesitated, looking back the way he’d come from, back toward the exit from the offices, then he looked along the path of the man who had just passed.

His gut told him that the man he’d seen wasn’t an employee, which made him a very interesting person indeed. Anselm hesitated only another second, and then quickly moved to follow.

The man led him to a pair of frosted glass doors that were labeled as the Director’s office, and Anselm’s curiosity piqued even higher. Jacob’s own office, now that was worth checking out just on its own merits.

The key, of course, was not to get caught while doing it.

Anselm surveyed the receptionists office through the clear lettering left in the etched and frosted glass, and watched as the somewhat overweight figure inside produced a lock pick gun from his pocket and went to work on the large doors that guarded Jacob’s inner sanctum.

Most definitely not Tower personnel.


Thief

Possible. Though Anselm was having a hard time imagining what might be worth stealing in the entirety of the Tower Project. There were no valuable materials being produced or mined here. It was an agricultural and energy producing plant, neither of which really fit into a satchel to be flung over one’s shoulder for a quick getaway.

A Disgruntled associate was a distinct possibility, Jacob had never been known as a forgiving man, which was why his association with many of his fringe friends was known to be short and abrupt.

Another possibility was that another Agency was now involved, though Anselm judged that to be an unlikely chance. The CIA wouldn’t have sent an overweight and obviously near retirement agent for this sort of wetwork, and most other agencies with an interest in this matter would probably coordinate with Interpol.

In any case, he had good equipment, Anselm noted when the lock to the door gave way in less than a minute and the man let himself into the inner office.

Anselm frowned, pulling out his Portable for a quick glance at the Project schematics.

The Office was a dead end.

Great.

That meant that he’d have to find a place to wait for the man to come out, somewhere to observe without being seen.

Anselm slipped into the receptionists office, and made his way silently over to the unobtrusive door in the side wall, letting himself into what appeared to be a combination coat room and secretarial bathroom.

Perfect.

Now he just had to wait.






Chapter 6
Bingo.

Joshua Corvine smiled to himself as the lock gave way on the door at the back of the office and it opened up on a curving stairwell that sank down into the earth below. He let himself in, and then closed it behind him before beginning down the long run of stairs, moving quietly as he listened for any action below.

The lights in the stairwell were well above the power saving emergency lighting that currently lit the `official’ part of the facility, and Corvine smiled slightly when he came to the bottom and saw that it was much the same there as well.

Apparently they weren’t concerned with saving power so much as saving face, he supposed.

The halls below the director’s office were empty, though, and he couldn’t find any cameras, either visually or through a WAN search with his portable, so the CIA Agent took his chances and quickly moved out into the corridors, looking for.something.

Anything, if the truth were known. Curiosity had always been one of Joshua’s overriding sins, and one that had gotten him into a great deal of trouble in his youth. It had also gotten him commendations and a nice `cushy’ posting to Sydney to run out his last years of service.

He’d take the good with the bad.

The first thing he noticed about the corridors was that they were rough, unfinished, unlike the glassy smooth surfaces above. In fact he was almost certain that he was looking at the raw stone, with no finishing done at all, and probably not a particularly professional job of it either.

Which, thinking about it, suddenly concerned Joshua a great deal more than he’d have thought.

Somewhere above him there was a one kilometer high tower of concrete and twenty-five thousand acres of greenhouse, and the idea that some crazy lunatic had been tunneling under all of that on their own was a damned frightening thought.

Especially since he was currently under all of it.

He shuddered, but pushed the thought aside. The tower hadn’t collapsed yet, so either the morons who came up with this plan were at least mildly competent or, perhaps more likely, were simply lucky.

Whichever it was, he doubted it would give out on them just because one Joshua Corvine had paid a visit. Even as a CIA agent, he wasn’t quite so self-obsessed that he thought the place had been waiting just to collapse around his ears.

The rough cut of the stone ended about twenty meters along, smoothing out at a section where it was obvious that someone had laid concrete and taken some care, leading him to a pair of sealed security doors that stood alone in the glaringly lit corridor.

He looked up in the corners, trying to convince himself that the evidence was right and the cameras he thought should be there really weren’t, but in the end it didn’t matter. He fished his Portable out again, and scanned for any RIF tags within range.

The `Contactless Chips’ that were put into widespread use over the last fifteen years were small, unpowered, radio transmitters with tiny EEPROM chips embedded in the circuits. When the radio signal from his Portable flashed out, somewhat more powerful than a standard RIF Scanner, the tiny transmitters used that broadcast power to send a brief message pulse with the contents of the EEPROM.

In a few seconds, Joshua had a list of every RIF tagged item within thirty feet and was carefully reviewing the data.

Lab supplies, computers, two industrial freezers, a microwave oven, a fridge, and various other items, but no security equipment aside from the electronic lock on the doors themselves. Joshua shrugged, shaking his head slightly, and ran the odds through his mind.

Lots of companies sold RIF `burners’, devices that sent an overpowered surge through the RIF tags and burned them out so that they couldn’t be used in precisely the way the CIA agent was doing just then, but if a burner had been used in the room it would have nailed all the tags.

On the other hand, if those tags had been brought in after, then there could be some items in the room that weren’t responding to his Portable’s query.

Only one way to find out, Joshua decided.

He brought up the Electronic lock picking program and quickly ran through the sequence to key open the big security doors.

*****

Damn it, where was that guy

Anselm Gunnar grimaced, looking out over the secretary’s office, and then checked his timepiece.

Twenty minutes.

Twenty minutes with no sound. Twenty minutes with no sign, in fact.

He was certain that the man had gone into the Director’s office, he’d seen him let himself in. So where was he

A thief would have found what he was after by now, Anselm decided. Anyone who could penetrate this deeply would have a target in mind, and would know how to get it. Getting in and out quickly and quietly was the only way to make a `living’ as a thief.

So the man was something else.

Perhaps he was doing much the same as Anselm himself had done earlier Checking the Director’s records, maybe looking for something on the Director’s own computer

Unlikely.

Few people kept any data on a local computer now, the security of a networked drive was better for almost everything one might need to save.

Almost every legitimate thing, Anselm corrected himself.

For the truly secret or the truly incriminating, which basically amounted to the same thing, having a secure hard disk without network access was still the best one could hope for in electronic security.

Director Jacob wouldn’t be stupid enough to leave anything incriminating on his office computer though, would he

Anselm slipped out of the bathroom, creeping over to the big office doors.

He had to know.

*****

It was a lab, alright.

Joshua frowned, moving through the two long stainless steel tables, and took a seat by the computer at the far side of the room.

Now he had to find out just what kind of lab.

He set his portable down on the desk, propping it up on the little flip out stand that was embedded in the back of the device, and had it access the net and send an inventory of the Lab’s RIF Chips to the computers at Langley. They’d process the results and send him back a list of probable uses for the entire list within a couple minutes.

In the meantime, he’d have a look at the computer himself.

The security system was off the shelf, and easy to break. He had a list of back doors in use by major software companies, and keyed his way through the password screen in less than five seconds. After that, things became a little involved.

Like most computers, and computer users, whoever had been using this one hadn’t bothered to really organize his data. That meant that coming at the system cold like Joshua was wasn’t really the easiest thing to do.

Sometimes the best security could be as simple as not putting anything where one might reasonably expect to find it. Especially when one had to dig through several terabytes of information.

Joshua could have keyed in a search, if he had the slightest clue of what he was looking for, but he didn’t so he clicked open the `Documents’ directory and started there.

He was skimming through a treatise on genetic engineering when his Portable finished its transfer and gave him a list of likely uses for the equipment around him.

Joshua blinked when he saw the first item on the list.

Level Three Biological Containment Facility.

Oh, that can’t be good.

Don’t panic, Joshua caught himself, the sudden lurch in his stomach twisting him hard in place.

He knew more than a little about Bio-warfare, more than most people to be sure, and he knew that the odds were overwhelmingly against any kind of truly effective bio-weapon on site. To be sure, a Level Three Vector wasn’t something he wanted to be playing around with, but generally speaking biological vectors made poor weapons.

Unless you’re a terrorist.

Joshua shook his head, pushing the thought back, and focused on the lab around him. One thing he knew, without doubt, was that it was NOT a proper level three environment. If it had been, he wouldn’t have been able to get this far without recognizing the signs.

In fact, the majority of the precautions appeared to be Level One, with a few Level Two precautions that he could pick out.

The single Level Three containment precaution he could see was a ventilated hood that had access ports built so that a man could insert his hands into thick rubberized gauntlets to manipulate a secured sample within.

All of which told Corvine that whatever they were using the lab for, it was almost certain that they were not operating with appropriate precautions, which meant that he was in over his head, and it was just getting deeper and deeper.

He picked his Portable off the desk and keyed in a Ping command, hitting the CPU of the computer in front of him with a query command. The built in Wi-Fi circuits activated under his governmental codes and he requested a total Drive Dump to his portable.

It was time to get out of here and hunker down somewhere he could wait for the cavalry to come charging over the ridge.

“Hey!”

Corvine jerked around, staring at the man who’d appeared behind him, a man who was looking at him with about as much surprise as Joshua imagined he himself had on his face.

“Who are you!”

Corvine’s free hand dropped to his belt, where his Nine Millimeter Long was supposed to be resting comfortably, but it wasn’t there and he cursed himself for leaving it behind. He hadn’t really imagined that he’d penetrate quite this deeply into a facility quite this secure, and being able to play act the `lost tourist’ had seemed like a good idea at the time.

Now, though, he doubted it would fly.

The man took a step toward him, uncertainty in his face, as if he wasn’t actually certain that Corvine was actually out of place.

Joshua’s mind raced, running the numbers on automatic while he tried to think of a way to capitalize on that uncertainty, but before he could the man glanced down at the computer, then over at Corvine’s Portable, and seemed to come to a conclusion.

He started back a step, his hand coming down to a pistol that rested openly on his belt.

Corvine stopped thinking and moved.

Twenty years and forty three pounds earlier, Corvine had been rated Expert in various armed and unarmed styles, and had even taught courses in Close Quarters Hand to Hand at Quantico while on loan to the FBI and Homeland Security for a couple years. Since then he’d gone soft though, and he knew it.

That’s why he didn’t screw around with the guy as the man’s hand came down to the gun on his hip. Joshua stepped in faster than his physical size would seem imply he was capable of, and he hit the man hard in the sternum with a low jab that flowed out from his shoulder.

He man gasped, the air forced out of his lungs, but tried to grab a hold of Joshua’s arm and throat as he started to keel over.

Joshua’s hand snapped up, grabbing his wrist and pulling it away from his throat, twisting hard back and pulling the man up from where he was bending over. The pain in his arm caused him to hiss, but Joshua didn’t let up. He snapped it back, and the arm made a popping sound as the man’s shoulder gave way before he did.

The man tried to scream, the pain from the shoulder overriding everything else, but he still had no air in his lungs to power the cry. Joshua kept pushing the arm back until the man’s feet came out from under him and he fall back. The CIA man followed his foe to the ground, grinding his entire two hundred and forty eight pound frame into the shocked figure as they both slapped to the ground with a meaty thud and sickening crack.

The entire fight took less than eight seconds.

*****

The stairwell took him by surprise.

Anselm Gunnar double checked the plans he’d gotten from Interpol, checking the Tower Facility for a fifth time, and came up with the same results. That damned stairwell wasn’t supposed to be there.

The Director’s office was supposed to be a `Cul de sac’, so to speak.

It wasn’t.

That meant that a whole lot of things had just gone right out the proverbial window.

Anselm looked down the harshly lit stairwell, hesitating. He wanted to know what was down there, Good God did he want to know, but he wasn’t convinced that it was a remotely wise idea to find out just now.

His portable didn’t detect and security WAN transmissions, which made him suspicious right off the mark, plus he knew that there was the unknown individual down there ahead of him, doing God alone knew what.

Counter balancing that, though, was the very real fact that there was every chance that he might find the final piece to the entire puzzle down there.

To know what Abdallah Amir was doing here in Tower City, Why he’d apparently drawn in a number of other known and wanted terrorists from a variety of `movements’ here, and who else was involved.

All questions that burned in the Interpol Agent, and ones he desperately needed the answers to.

Softly, and slowly at first, Anselm let himself down the stairwell, always listening ahead as he undid the top of his jacket and let it flap open just enough so that his FN FiveseveN Magnum was within easy reach.

Something told the cop that at the bottom of this stairwell was enemy territory, and anyone that he found there, or anyone that found him, wasn’t going to be overly happy to see him.

*****

Joshua was panting from the exertion as he pulled the man’s gun from his holster, checking the unmoving body for a moment to make sure that the man was unconscious before he slowly and painfully climbed to his feet.

He winced halfway up, his free hand going around to his back.

God, I’ve been too old for this for over a decade, The CIA Agent moaned silently, easing himself straight up as he cast about for his Portable.

He found it on the floor a few feet away and groaned as he was forced to bend over again to pick it up, but retrieved it quickly nonetheless. The tough little device was intact, of course, it’s components were built to withstand the sort of nonsense that the average citizen would put it through, and a bit of a bang from falling to the floor wasn’t even close to the crap most people put theirs through.

The drive dump was almost complete, and Langley’s network feed was already indexing the contents by file type and keyword. He was about to put it away, satisfied, when the desktop computer he was dumping beeped for attention.

Joshua frowned, peering at it.

Now what.

A file had finished compiling in the background, and was now demanding a user’s attention, so he tapped through the explanations and opened the finished file.

The screen went dark for a moment, and then turned a deep red as the file began playing.

*****

The tunnel looked like something out of an old pirate movie, Anselm decided, or perhaps the sort of thing he’d expect to find under a city like Paris or Rome, certainly not a modern place like Tower City. The rough floor and walls looked like they’d simply carved it right out of the stone, which was probably what they did, of course, so he figured that it was added after the Tower had been built.

In many ways that made his job somewhat simpler, which was a good thing.

An after the fact construction of this sort probably meant that the backers of the Tower Project weren’t involved, which meant a lot less paperwork.

Anselm smiled slightly as he crept along the tunnel, feeling exposed and foolish as he did so.

He really shouldn’t be worrying about arrests now, not yet at anyrate. And paperwork would be a Godsend if he survived long enough to get to it. For the moment, that was far from certain, because he had a bad feeling that he was in well over his head and sinking all too quickly.

There was a pair of security doors up ahead of him when Anselm slowed a bit, and he could see that they were open just a touch.

He drew his pistol this time, not caring too much about appearances anymore. He was well out of place, poking his nose around somewhere he shouldn’t be, so he may as well look the part in all respects.

He edged the door open slightly, looking in slowly, and winced in frustrated anger when the damned thing squeaked.

*****

This was NOT a level three.

Joshua Corvine felt ill as he looked at the results of the genetic compilation that had completed while he had been doing his Drive Dump.

The situation was just slightly more serious than he’d thought, though he wasn’t entirely certain how much more serious it really was. The bug he was looking at was a genuine nightmare, to be sure, but there were already quite enough of those kicking around that they didn’t quite twist his stomach anymore.

What made this one special was twofold, Joshua thought. First, it wasn’t just a Biological, there was at least some evidence of Nanotube engineering, which was just slightly more advanced than Raymond Gorra should have been able to manage while working in these facilities. Joshua wasn’t entirely certain what the Nanotubes were for, but he knew that major pharmaceutical companies had been using them for years now to deliver drugs and medications to long term patients, so it wasn’t much of a stretch to see them being used in a Bio-weapon.

The other thing that made this one special, though, was external. It was the Tower.

Joshua’s face hardened as he looked at the information on the screen, then jumped as a squeak from behind him jolted him up and out of his seat.

The guard’s gun filled his fist as he spun around, noting that the door was now rushing open and a figure was coming through, and a big gun swinging towards him.

They came level with each other almost as one, and Joshua found himself looking down the surprisingly large looking bore of a weapon he recognized as a FN FiveseveN Magnum, a weapon he remembered deriding as underpowered for its job when it was first introduced.

Oddly enough, he wasn’t feeling `underthreatened’ at the moment.

Across from him, the tall blond man who was leveling the pistol at him had a similarly nervous look as he stared back at Joshua over the sights of his weapon.

“Don’t move.” The blond man said firmly.

“Ditto.” Joshua returned sourly.

*****

American.

That was the Interpol Agent’s first thought as Anselm Gunnar found himself staring down the barrel of a Norinco Type Twenty Two autoloader. The accent was American, of course, not the gun. The Gun was typical of what your well armed terrorist might be carrying in the year 2023. A Chinese six millimeter autoloader that was basically a knock off of a Soviet Makarov from twenty years earlier, though in a somewhat improved caliber.

The gun wasn’t nearly as interesting as the man behind it, Anselm decided, though the six millimeter bore was more than enough to keep part of his attention very tightly focused indeed.

The man behind the gun was not what Anselm had expected to find deep in a terrorist controlled facility, assuming that was what he was in. The man was obviously in his forties or fifties, and hadn’t really kept himself up. Anselm thought that he might have been fit once upon a time, but those days were gone now.

That didn’t make him any less dangerous, however. The body on the ground between them was much more in keeping with Anselm’s expectations actually. The unconscious man was fit, young, appeared to be of a more or less competent manner, judging from the gear he was wearing. The only problem was that the man was unconscious. That and the man who wasn’t taking a nap was obviously the one who’d sent the young, fit, competent looking man to dream land.

Anselm Gunnar was a lot of things, but he liked to think that fool wasn’t one of them.

He kept his distance from the old fat man and didn’t let the barrel of his FiveseveN waver.

“Who are you” He asked softly, eyes flicking around the room.

It was a laboratory, obviously enough, which sent chills down Anselm’s spine. Lab space in a terrorist camp wasn’t usually good news, to say the least. There was a side door, as well as the large security doors he’d come through, and Anselm shifted slightly so he could watch the man and the side door at the same time.

“I could ask the same thing,” The overweight man said, his voice oddly soft.

Definitely American, Anselm thought, listening to the accent.

That didn’t mean anything, of course. The United States had it’s share of homebrewed terrorists, The Cheyenne Brigade popped instantly to mind, and he’d already picked out members of at least three wildly disparate terrorist organizations here at Tower City.

Still, why would a terrorist sneak in and knock out one of the guards

“Agent Gunnar,” Anselm said, taking a breath, “Interpol.”

The overweight man’s face cracked, and he cut off a strangled half laugh while shaking his head. His gun, Anselm noted dryly, didn’t waver in the process.

“You’re kidding me.” The American replied dryly.

“I’m afraid not.” Anselm replied, pulling his jacket back slightly and slowly withdrawing his identification with his free hand.

He tossed it over to the man when the American put his own free hand out, wryly noting that neither of them let their weapon’s shift more than a few centimeters.

The American looked over the ID with a disgusted look, then tossed it back. “Great. This just figures.”

“Your turn.” Anselm reminded him, pocketing the ID wallet.

The overweight American hesitated, and then sighed. “Joshua Corvine. CIA.”

Anselm grimaced, mirroring his counterpart’s actions of a few seconds later. “I don’t suppose you have identification”

The alleged CIA agent just gave him a dirty look.

“Of course you don’t,” Anselm sighed. “Very well, I suppose we’re in an interesting situation here then.”

“More than you realize, I’ll bet,” The CIA man, Joshua, replied tiredly as he lowered his weapon slightly.

Anselm took the subtle offer of truce and lowered his own weapon until it wasn’t, quite, pointed at the CIA man. When Joshua took it a step further and shifted the bore completely away from Anselm, he reciprocated and let his own weapon muzzle point at the floor.

“What do you mean” The Interpol agent asked, taking a step closer, gingerly stepping over the sleeping man on the floor.

“We’ve got trouble is what I mean, and I say `we’ meaning all eighty thousand people within fifty miles of here.”

“Actually,” Anselm said casually, “The number is closer to a hundred thousand, if you account for tourists and transients.”

Joshua grimaced, glaring at the Interpol man, “Whatever. It doesn’t matter. It’s all the same to this thing.”

Anselm looked to the computer the CIA man was pointing at and frowned, “What thing What is that”

“That’s a bio engineered bug.” Joshua replied flatly, “And unless I miss my guess it’s at least a level four.”

The words `at least’ and the words `Level four’ sent a shiver down Anselm’s spine much like the words `At least’ would do if used in conjunction with the words `Nuclear Bomb’. You weren’t supposed to use those two phrases together because, to be frank, there wasn’t supposed to be anything higher to compare them too.

`Level Five’ biological vectors was like `Antimatter bombs’, they weren’t supposed to actually exist. Both were supposed to be the realm of science fiction and bad TV, which was precisely where they belonged, in Anselm Gunnar’s opinion.

“At least” He asked slowly, looking between the CIA agent and the computer. “You’re kidding, of course”

“Not by much.” Joshua replied dryly, stepping back out of arms reach of the Interpol agent as the other man approached the computer. Talking was good, but trust wasn’t in the books. “According to the information I’ve been able to understand it’s been recombined with carbon nanotubes, which means that it’s not properly a biological anymore.”

Anselm frowned, his attention focused on the computer. He’d taken all the prerequisite courses in Bio-terrorism, but he must have missed that one. “Nanotubes”

He knew all about Carbon Nanotubes, as a matter of fact, those tiny little bastards had begun to change the world less than a decade earlier. They were appearing in everything now, from computer memory cores to bullet proof vests and everything in between. There were a great many pundits who rather vocally declared at the Digital Age had come to an end when Carbon Nanotubes were introduced, and the world was now living in the Nano-Age.

That said, it didn’t feel all that different from the `Digital Age’ in Anselm’s opinion. Nanotechnology was unobtrusive and mostly melded perfectly with the Digital technology it was slowly replacing, with none of the much feared runaway `nanobots’ turning the world into a mound of silver goop.

He didn’t know what Carbon nanotubes would be doing in an application like this, however, and so he was justifiably confused when he spoke.

“Microscopic tubules made from pure carbon on the level of a billionth of a meter,” The CIA man replied, “They’re used by pharmaceutical companies to apply long term dosages of drugs to patients who either can’t, or won’t, stay on a regular regimen of their own accord. I don’t know what they’re being used for here, but the delivery system means that it’s not going to fit into the regular classifications for biologicals. This is new.”

“Lovely.” The Swedish Interpol Agent muttered, shaking his head. He looked back over to the CIA man, “I don’t suppose you came prepared for something like this”

“I didn’t even know anyone was working on something like this. Anywhere.” Joshua replied dryly, “We have to get out of here and call in backup.”

“Agreed,” Anselm replied, straightening up, “This is beyond the scope of my operations. You have backup coming in”

Joshua didn’t reply to that question.

Anselm smiled, “Of course you do. So do I. Let’s get out of here and wait for them.”

Anselm watched the CIA man nod jerkily in agreement, and made to turn back toward the door only to stop and looked down at the man on the ground. “What do we do with him”

“I don’t know,” Joshua replied, grimacing down at the unconscious man. “He wasn’t in the plan.”

“They never are,” Anselm sighed, holstering his pistol finally and crouching down by the man’s feet as he looked around. “We’ll never get him out of here, you know.”

Joshua nodded uneasily, “I know.”

“I don’t know about you, but I’m not into killing in cold blood.and even if I was, the body would still present a problem.”

Joshua bristled slightly, “Don’t believe everything you’ve heard about the CIA. We don’t do that.”

Anselm shrugged, “Whatever. Hardly matters, since we would still have the body to deal with.”

“I suppose we’ll have to leave him and take our chances,” Joshua said finally, shaking his head. “I just pray they don’t push up their schedule.”

“Do you know it” Anselm looked up sharply.

Joshua shook his head reflexively. “No, but Gorra is nuts, not stupid. He’s got a plan.”

It took Anselm a few moments to remember that Raymond Gorra was Abdallah Amir’s legal American birth name.

“Agreed.” He nodded then, “There has to be something.”

Joshua shook his head, about to say something, when the side door opened up and the entire question became a moot point.

*****

Carly Simmonds was a little ticked.

The hourly security check was a cakewalk, all the guard had to do was check the lab and a couple other rooms, call in, then go back and rejoin the damned card game. Instead, he and the other players had been stuck waiting now for ten minutes, and Carly had been on a roll.

He grabbed the handle to the big security door that opened into the lab, knowing that it was the last place the guard could be, and threw the door open.

“God dammit, Jack,” Carly cursed, looking in, “What the fuck is taking you, we’ve got forty bucks in the pot and I.”

He cut off at that moment staring, not at Jack as he’d expected, but at two other men who were staring back at him. On the ground between them was the body of the expected Jack, and he wasn’t moving.

“What the.”

Carly was already moving as he spoke, his hand sliding in a rapid acceleration toward the pistol on his hip, and then everything went to hell. The fat guy already had his gun in hand, though it was pointed away, so as soon as Carly cleared leather he brought the muzzle of his Norinco OTs-33A into line with that one.

The Norinco pistol was a 6mm descendent of the venerable Ots-22 SMG, manufactured in the Chinese National Army 6.23X23mm caliber, purportedly for the export market. In reality few countries outside the growing Eastern Alliance Block was interested in using that particular round so the company regularly posted a surplus of weapons and a deficit of cash.

Off the books, the Norinco company had become the defacto supplier of international arms to revolutionary groups the world over, especially since the Soviet arms companies had slowly withdrawn their weapons from free export over the past two decades. Given the long plateau in personal weapon systems starting as far back as the introduction of the Avotomat Kalishnikov and the M-16 Assault Rifle, this hadn’t seemed a big deal to many `revolutionary’ groups at first, until it became evident that the venerable 7.62 and 5.56 millimeter rounds were no longer viable in combat against modern police and military forces.

Since the inception of the Fabrique Nationale P90 and its main initial competition, the Heckler and Koch MP-7, the arms community had begun advancing in leaps in bounds, every company rushing new designs to market, taking chances with exotic calibers and materials, while companies that designed and manufactured personal defense armors likewise leapt to the challenge of creating new and more effective materials to counter the new arms race.

Norinco had been one of the fastest out of the gate, jumping into the race early and hard, the company enjoying the same benefit that the Soviet manufacturers had enjoyed prior to the end of the cold war, that of guaranteed government money and no fear of introducing a design and having it be completely ignored.

So the ‘33 Carley wielded was the result of almost two decades of military one upsmanship, and could unload its thirty round magazine in a little under six seconds. It also had a semi-automatic mode, of course, but the shooter had to be quick enough, or smart enough, to set it that way.

Carley wasn’t.

The snarl of the machine pistol cut the air of the room, spitting bullets in a near continuous stream, tracking up along the floor toward the armed man who was already turning toward him with a heavier, though slower, pistol in hand.

*****

As the snarl of gunfire filled the room, Anselm Gunnar threw himself into a flat dive for cover, his hand digging under his jacket automatically for his own pistol. He hit the floor in a slide, rolling over onto his back as he finally managed to jerk the gun from its holster, and came to a stop behind a rack of computer equipment as he scrambled to pull his legs in.

A double crack of return fire sounded, punctuating the snarl of the submachine weapon, and Anselm turned just in time to see a blood plume erupt from the CIA agent as the man’s pistol bucked a third time in his hand. The big American went down to one knee, rolling as it buckled under him, and came to a rest with his back against a large cabinet type table that was set in the center of the room.

“You ok!” Anselm hissed, eyeing the injured agent.

“I’ll live.” Joshua muttered through gritted teeth, pressing his free hand up against his side. “I just had some of my extra padding ventilated.”

“I don’t suppose you got him”

“Fraid not.” Corvine grimaced, drawing his hand away and looking at the blood.

There was a sound of yelling in the background and Anselm grimaced as well.

This wasn’t going well.

He risked a look past his cover, just flashing his head out slightly.

Another snarl of gunfire pushed him back, the bullets ripping into the floor and wall just past him. He pushed his FN FiveseveN out and returned fire with two shots.

Corvine shook his head, “Save your bullets. You don’t have an angle on him from there.”

“Give me a bit of cover, I’ll get an angle.” Anselm promised.

Joshua panted a bit, sweat beads forming on his forehead from the stress of his injury more than any exertions he’d made, and risked a glance out himself. No answering snarl of gunfire greeted him, and he nodded a moment later.

“Alright.get ready to move.” The CIA Agent said, levering himself up to one knee as he tried to hold the pressure on his injury while moving. “On three.”

“One.”

“Two,” They said together.

The word three was spoken, but was lost in the sound of gunfire that erupted through the small lab room as the Interpol Agent rose from his cover as the CIA man ducked out and opened fire. The man at the door hesitated for a split second as he looked between two targets, his gun wavering, and then he was knocked back as five plumes of blood erupted from his chest.

He stayed standing, though, a shocked look on his face as he felt very little actual pain. What struck him most, as he stood there, was the faint odor of cooking flesh mixed with burning plastic from the smoldering holes in his cheap synthetic suit and his already dying body.

He began to crumple, his finger tightening in a final reflex, and emptied his magazine in a wild spray of fire that ended with the bolt locking back on an empty chamber. His body hit the ground just after that, making a solid thump when his head bounced unfeelingly off the hard floor.

Anselm straightened up, turning toward the CIA Agent, “Come on, we’ve got to.What What’s wrong”

Corvine was staring, not at Anselm or the dead gunner, but at a hissing cylinder that had been under the Class Three Biological Containment hood, which was now punctured by several bullet holes.

The CIA agent hesitated only for an instant, then instantly turned and threw his bulk at Anselm, slamming into the Swede with his full weight and literally throwing him out the security doors to the main hallway.

“Out!” He roared, falling back inside the lab as Anselm hit the hallway floor in a skid.

“What the hell are you doing!” Anselm yelled, picking himself up in a rush, scrambling back.

“Stay out!” Joshua yelled, slapping a red button on the wall.

Anselm was moving back toward the lab as the security doors swung back on automatic controls, the lights darkening as red lights and a siren erupted into being around them. Just before the doors slammed shut, Corvine tossed something out and began to turn away.

“Tell my Control what’s going on!” He yelled over his shoulder, and then the big doors slammed shut.

Anselm slammed into the doors, smashing his fists against them when they wouldn’t give. He could see through the thick glass windows in the door that the CIA man was moving back toward the hood, but no sound was escaping from the room.

None that he could hear over the siren at least.

*****

Corvine coughed as he grabbed at the emergency containment system, a semi-portable system used to disinfect biological contaminants in the field. He’d seen earlier that whoever had setup this lab hadn’t bothered with the automatic systems they should have had for this sort of work, and when the hood was perforated he had known instantly that they were sitting on a catastrophe.

The lab wasn’t nearly as secure as it needed to be, not for this level of work. Gorra hadn’t bothered with anything more than the most basic of security precautions against accidental release of the Biological, and if a full canister of it were released even down here in the tunnels, Joshua didn’t want to think of what it would do to the project above them, and the city around it.

One hundred thousand people, including tourists and transients.

That was what the Interpol man said, and Joshua believed him.

The estimated fatality on this vector, in the initial attack, was only about forty percent. Only forty thousand people.

Only.

The CIA man activated the device, spraying industrial disinfectants into the air along with a hiss of superheated steam.

After the initial attack, though, things would get worse.

The greenhouse above them was a breeding ground for a pathogen like this one. Warm, moist, filled with people. Thousands of them at any given time, even in the middle of the night like this. The constant cycle of air would draw the biological up into the greenhouse like a pump, infecting everyone there within minutes if it got out of this room.

From there, forty percent would die.

The other sixty, though, would become carriers. Their bodies growing ill, but surviving for days or weeks with even minimal medical help. They’d be constantly pumping out the damned little bastards though, filling the air of the greenhouse like an invisible marching army.

Marching right up the one kilometer tall air pump, and from there straight into the southern hemisphere’s Jetstream.

A non-stop, constant stream of death feeding into a stream of air that traveled East at over five hundred miles an hour.

Joshua’s hands shook as he kept hosing down the bottle and the air around him, hoping he was getting everything, but knowing that he couldn’t. The best he could hope for was to get enough.

That would be victory, for now.

He sprayed for three minutes, until the portable machine stopped, it’s reservoirs empty. Then he stopped, slumping against the hood as he watched the poison continue to hiss from the canister. He looked over his shoulder, and saw the face of the Interpol man staring at him from the other side of the thick glass.

“Get out of here!” He yelled, waving violently at him, only to lose his balance as his vision blacked out for a moment.

He was on the floor when the light returned, blood starting to run down his face from where he’d bounced his head off the plexiglass of the hood, but he ignored that.

There had to be something.

He cast about, struggling to his feet again, though his head was swimming.

Maybe, maybe if he was lucky, this was everything Gorra had developed. He could stop it permanently, here and now. He stumbled across the room, grabbing at another canister, this one marked `flammable’.

He checked the lettering, and nodded.

It would do.

It was a propane tank, likely used to fuel the burners used in the lab. He spun the valve open, then shook his fist at the door again.

“Get the fuc.the fuck out of here!” He gasped, the blood running down his belly feeling cold of a sudden.

He then grabbed an oxygen cylinder from another section of the lap and spun it’s valve all the way open as well. The hard part came next, getting just the right mix in the air to burn the whole place out.

Corvine slumped against the cabinet, sliding down to the ground, and held up his gun, pointed at the canister of oxygen. He looked over at the door, and saw the Interpol man’s eyes widen and the face finally disappear.

“Bout time, you dumb swede.”

*****

Anselm stared in shock as Corvine pointed his gun at the canister of pure Oxygen and finally had to admit that he wasn’t getting to the CIA man. The poison in that room, even if Corvine had destroyed ninety nine percent of what had already escaped, was probably going to kill the CIA man even if he could get him out of there, but what the man was planning was suicidal.

It was also perhaps one of the only ways to ensure that the virus inside the room was truly destroyed.

The Interpol man knelt down quickly to retrieve the item that Corvine had tossed through the doors at the last moment, recognizing it as a Portable, then bolted for the stairs. He took the stairs three at a time as he ran, not looking back.

Anselm was out through the Director’s office and making his way hurriedly out of the administration offices of the Project when the ground rumbled for a moment and he paused in his flight, leaning against the wall for a moment.

He recalled his comments with Inspector Dougal, the jokes they’d shared about the CIA.

He didn’t think he’d be telling anymore of those.

Anselm pushed himself off the wall finally, and headed for the Monorail access.

*****

“What happened here”

The voice was quiet, not angry or even stressed, but it cut through the confusion and general noise of the area like a razor. Men stopped for a moment, looking back at the dark haired man who had spoken, then looked quickly away for fear of attracting his attention too closely.

“We had a break in, Amir.”

Abdallah Amir frowned, tilting his head slightly. “Pardon A break in Jacob, we are not based in downtown Brooklyn.”

“No Sir.”

“Then what happened”

Director Jacob took a breath, looking tired, “What I said, Amir. A break in. We haven’t yet figured out who it was, but he made entry into the lab. One of our men surprised him, and there were shots fired.”

“I see.” Amir walked to the edge of the lab, holding a portable gas mask over his face as he did.

He looked over the threshold of the broken doors, eyeing the destroyed equipment with a critical eye. The small lab was in shambles, equipment torn and twisted into barely recognizable shreds of its previous forms, and his computer work station utterly destroyed.

No matter.

He had a complete backup of all pertinent data on a secured folder located in an encrypted Grid node. It was disguised as research made by a noted, though second rate, pharmaceutical company whose owners would be quite surprised if they knew what research `they’ were actually involved in.

The destruction of the sealed hood that contained the test canister was somewhat more concerning, but again it seemed to be contained. The fact that none of the men who had blindly responded to the fire were ill boded well for that at least. Initial symptoms were very quick, even in the irradiated nanotube delivery systems.

Within ten minutes a man would begin to cough, partially from the initial delivery of the virus, and partially from the alpha and beta radiation the nanotubes delivered to keep the virus partially dormant. That prevented initial fatalities from occurring too soon, prolonging the period of contagion in the patient zero group.

So the flames must have destroyed the virus before the men arrived.

That much was good.

There were nowhere near enough people in the facility above to reach the critical mass that Abdallah had projected in his initial plans. He needed at least five thousand people for that, though the more the better, of course.

With the nearly eighty thousand he’d projected to take advantage of during the anniversary festival three days away, the numbers indicated that virus concentrations would be enough to literally encircle the world.

A global act of terrorism.

Unlike many of his `peers’, though Amir didn’t feel he had any, he liked the word terrorist. He didn’t hide from it, neither to others or to himself. He was a terrorist, and a very good one. It had started with rage, as so many things in life do, but the death of his mother no longer drove him.

Amir found his calling.

And it was Death.

“Clean this mess up,” He said, turning away and removing the mask. “Find out what happened, and identify the dead man.”

“Yes Amir.”

*****

Gwendolyn Dougal tightened the robe around her as she stumbled out of her bedroom, heading toward the door as the home computer spoke again.

“There is a visitor at the front door,” The faintly electronic voice said pleasantly, “Should I instruct them to leave”

“No. I’m coming,” She growled.

The second part of her sentence was pointless, the computer AI wasn’t smart enough to know what she was saying, but the word `No’ was programmed in to its database so it shut up and stopped telling her about the person at the door.

She reached the door and looked out, then immediately pulled away and flipped open the mechanical lock before yanking the door open. As a cop, one of the first things she’d done when she bought her place was to install a quality mechanical lock. She had seen how easy the electronic ones were to open.

On the other side, Anselm Gunnar was leaning heavily against the side of the porch, looking like he’d just been through a grinder.

“God, Gunnar!” She blurted, “What happened to you”

There were times when you just knew something bad had happened to someone, not because they looked bad exactly, but because they had this aura around them that cloaked them in some sense of horror or tragedy.

Anselm didn’t say anything at first, he just stumbled through the door, “Close the door.”

She pushed it shut firmly behind him, engaging the electronic lock and twisting the knob on the dead bolt. When she turned around, the Interpol agent was back to the hallway wall and sliding down it.

“Are you hurt!”

He shook his head, “No. Don’t think so.”

He chuckled mirthlessly, “Honestly didn’t think to check.”

“What” She moved to look him over.

Everything looked in place. Four major limbs, all his fingers, and no sign of blood soaking through his clothes. He was sitting on her floor by now, leaning back against the wall, and starting to shake.

Anselm held up his hand, looking at it as it shook, and let out a long breath. “Took longer this time.”

“What are you talking about” Gwen hissed, sinking to her knees as she grabbed his coat and patted his shoulders, arms, and torso down with enough pressure to locate any injuries he might be hiding, if only via the pain the motions would cause him.

“I’ll be fine,” He said, pushing her hands away. “I just need a minute now.Coming down.”

“From what!”

“Fire fight.” He told her, his eyes coming up and locking with her, “I found out what they’re doing here.”

Her eyes widened and she didn’t need to ask who `they’ were. The instant question that came to her lips was to ask what he’d learned, but something drive that away as she started to think about what might happen as a result of what he’d learned.

“Are they following you”

He shook his head, “No. Don’t think so.”

“Are you sure” She pressed.

“Yeah. I think I got out clean.”

“You think!” She hissed, “That’s twice you said `think’. Do you know”

He glared at her, “I’m pretty god damned sure, alright! No one saw me, I know that.If my Portable was able to spoof their security then I got away clean. If not, then they might know about me by now. But no one’s following me. Yet.”

“Yet”

“Yet.” He nodded, grimly, his hand starting to steady a bit. “If they find out I was there, they’ll be looking for me as soon as they clean up the fire that probably started in the explosion.”

Gwen choked.

“Fire Explosion” She yelped, face falling, “Christ, Gunnar! What are you, crazy”

He chuckled dryly, “Wasn’t me, but that doesn’t matter now. We’ve got bigger problems.”

“Bigger than an explosion”

“Much bigger.” He said grimly, reaching up and grabbing her shoulder to help hoist himself to his feet. “I’ve got to contact the Director.then we need to go over some files I’ve got.”

“Files What kind of files”

“I scanned the Tower personnel database into my portable,” He told her, “I have to start running a database search to get an idea of how badly screwed we are.”

“Oh that’s just plain lovely.” Gwen muttered sarcastically. “I don’t know about you, Gunnar, but I prefer a dinner and maybe a little wine before I get to that part of the evening.”

“We’ll be lucky if we get a shot of vodka laced with rohypnol this time, Gwen,” Anselm smirked sarcastically in return, “something tells me that these boys aren’t the wine and cheese type.”

“Figures.”

*****

Abdallah Amir didn’t look up when the large figure entered his rooms, instead he remained with his head down in a sheaf of papers that covered his desk, leaving almost no empty space to be seen.

“Yes, Jacob” He said quietly, making a notation in a leather bound book, “Have you determined the identity of the intruder”

“No, Amir,” Jacob shook his head, “There was no identification on him. Nothing at all, in fact.”

That brought Amir’s head up, and he frowned. “Nothing No weapon”

“He was using one of our guard’s pistols when the shootout occurred,” Jacob explained.

Amir sighed, setting his pen down, and stood up from the desk, pushing his chair back in the process. “I assume that you have compared the body to the pictures of the Interpol agent in Tower City The Swede”

“Of course,” Jacob replied instantly, “It was not him. The body is too heavy, and this man is considerably older.”

“Intelligence then,” Amir frowned. “CIA most probably, though perhaps MI6 or ASIS had the local advantage.”

Jacob’s glower deepened, “How do you know that”

“Because no cop would come in without carrying a weapon, not if he suspected what was down here,” Amir replied, “Hell, no cop would come in alone unless he was.exceptionally strange. They aren’t trained that way. No, Jacob, this was an Intelligence agent. If not the Americans, then certainly the British or the Australians. Did you find his computer”

Jacob froze, then slowly shook his head. “There was no computer, Amir.”

Abdallah snarled now, turning on the larger man, “Don’t be a fool! Of course there was a computer. Find it. We need to know what he learned and sent back to his superiors before he was located.We may still have time.”

“Amir.We searched everything. The only computer in the lab was yours.I swear it!”

The terrorist fell silent, staring at the wall for a moment. “That’s not possible, Jacob. No gun, yes, that is how a good agent would come in. He’d play slow, fat, and dumb.try to bluff his way out if he were caught. But he would need a computer, would need one for this sort of job.”

Jacob shook his head, “It may have been destroyed in the explosion, if it was close to the source of the blast.”

“Yes.Yes, that’s possible,” Amir admitted, but his voice was doubtful and he was shaking his head. Finally he looked up, “Audit our security system.”

“Amir”

“Look for any evidence that someone left the lab last night, Jacob.”

*****

Gwen Dougal came back into her living room, straightening the fit of her blouse as she finished the last button, to find Anselm frowning and tapping at his portable like it had done something wrong.

“Damn it!” He exclaimed, tossing it down in annoyance.

“What’s wrong”

Anselm jumped, startled. “Jeez, Gwen! I didn’t hear you come in!”

She half smirked at him, “Yelling at electronics tends to make a man deaf.”

He chuffed in amusement, nodding. “Yeah, I guess.”

“What’s wrong with it” She nodded to the offending electronics.

“Nothing.” He sighed, pulling out another portable and flipping it open.

Gwen’s features became perplexed, “You have two”

“What No.” Anselm shook his head, hefting the one in his hands, “This one’s mine. That piece of junk belonged to the CIA agent.”

Gwen blinked.

“CIA! What CIA Agent!”

“The one who set off the explosion.” Anselm replied, picking up the offending portable again and trying to access it.

“Set off.! Bloody Americans!”

“Not like he had a lot of choice,” Anselm sighed, again tapping at the resisting portable. “I think this has advanced biometric security.”

Gwen rubbed her temple, trying to follow both tangents of the conversation. “What do you mean, he didn’t have a lot of choice And, so Most portables come equipped with biometrics.”

Anselm had to concede that point, biometric scanners, including fingerprint and retinal systems were standard on most off the shelf portable computers and had been for years. The problem was he didn’t see any of those scanners on the device, and he wasn’t even certain that the device was even powered up.

“Gunnar Gunnar!”

“Huh What” he looked up, surprised.

“What did you mean, he didn’t have a lot of choice about setting off that explosion” Gwen ground out.

Anselm winced, shrugging, “Well, it was either that or the virus might have escaped.”

The Australian police inspector closed her eyes, covering one eye with her hand, and actually whimpered slightly. “I know I’m going to regret asking this.but, what virus”

“Ah.well, that would be the reason that Abdallah Amir is here in the Tower project.” Anselm replied, his voice moderately chagrined. “I suppose I should tell you what I know.”

“Yes, Please.”

Anselm sighed, nodding. He quickly outlined the situation as he knew it, explaining what he knew about the virus that Abdallah had been developing, and confessed that he wasn’t certain why he had chosen the Project as he base of operation, but neither he nor Gwen thought that it mattered now. A Biological weapon of terror of this nature was, by international treaty, defined as a Weapon of Mass Destruction.

WMD’s, as they were known, were nightmares of civilization for a damned good reason. Unlike traditional weapons of military forces, there was not even the slightest pretense that a WMD could be used as a `surgical’ weapon. They were designed to kill indiscriminately within their range, sparing no person whether soldier or civilian, child or adult.

No civilized nation would allow them to be used if there was any possible way to stop them. Once maybe, but not now. And the idea of one being released on her country’s soil gave Gwendolyn Dougal shudders of revolted terror.

“My God,” She whispered, shaking her head. “We have to stop him.”

“We will,” Anselm promised, “It’s just a matter of getting in some appropriate backup.”

“We have twenty officers on the force, and another forty we can deputize.” Gwen told him, “Let me call my Captain, We’ll get an electronic warrant issued out of Sydney and.”

“No. Not yet.” Anselm shook his head, speaking emphatically.

“Why the bloody hell not!”

“We don’t know how many are in there,” He told her, “Listen, Gwen, They have an impressive infrastructure dug right into the Project facility. I’ve got the employee database on my Portable, it’s already running a comparison through the computer’s in Stockholm. Half hour, and we’ll know how many people have infiltrated the officials of the Project.”

“A half hour” She asked, taking a deep breath.

“A half hour for that,” He told her, “After that, we’ll decide what to do.”

“Fine.” She told him, “You have your half hour, Agent Gunnar.”






Chapter 7
Half a world away from where two police officers struggled with the existence of a man made horror beneath their feet, there was a room filled with computers which were all linked to other rooms similarly filled. In that room every proverbial red flag, buzzer, siren, and other methods of saying `hey! There is some bad shit going down here!’ was currently sounding.

“This better be good,” A woman in a professional suit snarled as she threw her handbag against a cubicle wall, letting it thump to the desk below, “I was at a dinner with the President.”

“Uh.” A white coated man goggled, swallowing.

“Oh for crying out loud, Howard, talk to me already,” She growled, rolling her eyes.

“Uh. Yes Ma’am.” Howard replied, shaking himself quickly and trying to regain some semblance of poise. “It’s Agent Corvine, Ma’am.”

Natalie Cyr, Deputy Director Intelligence, Central Intelligence Agency, frowned at that. “What about Joshua”

She and Joshua Corvine were contemporaries, they had been recruited into Langley only a year apart. Their careers had mirrored each other in many ways, she rising through the analyst division while Joshua excelled in the field, and she herself had been his Control on several missions following the 9/11 crisis in Oh One.

“He uploaded a lot of data about an hour ago, Ma’am. It’s hot stuff.” Howard told her.

“Hot” Natalie raised an eyebrow, “How hot”

“It’s a Fire Swarm Alert, Ma’am.”

Cyr’s eyes widened as her jaw dropped slightly, the code words penetrating quickly but understanding taking a measure of time even so. Fire Swarm was the current Federal Code Word for a Biological Threat to the United States or her Allies, specifically used in cases of potential bio-terrorism. Similar code phrases had been used more often than most people realized in the past, but they spared no fear in Natalie Cyr for all their unfortunate familiarity.

“Confirmation”

“Digital only,” Was the immediate response. “Agent Corvine has not yet contacted us for a personal confirmation.”

Damn.

Natalie winced. It was, if not Agency protocol, then certainly her own not to interfere with an agent in the field unless absolutely necessary. The advent of technology had allowed a greater and greater degree of worldwide micromanaging, if a person was inclined to that sort of thing, which had resulted in some spectacular disasters which, thankfully perhaps, would never be reported to the public at large.

“Do we have a lock on his portable”

“Yes, Ma’am.” Howard nodded, tapping in a command.

The wall screen lit up instantly, showing a map of Australia, then zoomed in quickly using real world imagery to show the Australian desert, then the immense tower facility, and finally a small home built along the strange little ring city that had grown up around it.

“Is that his hotel”

“No Ma’am.” Howard tapped a few more keys, “It belongs to a.Gwendolyn Amelia Dougal.She’s an Inspector with The Tower City PD.”

“Police” Natalie resisted the urge to curse, “We don’t need any local police involvement. What’s he doing there”

Howard shrugged. There wasn’t really much more he could do, under the circumstances. The technology involved in surveillance satellites was probably fifty years ahead of what the public believed them to be, considering the classified nature of the programs that developed the down looking technology, but they had yet to orbit a bird that could look into a man’s mind and tell what he was thinking.

Hell, they hadn’t even developed one yet that could reliably look inside a man’s house.

Speaking of which, Howard tapped a few keys, and the image shifted color frequencies. “There are.two people in the domicile in question, Ma’am. Both located in the living room if I’m reading the floor plan correctly.”

Natalie nodded, sighing. “Do me a favor, Howard, ping his portable. No audible signal, if you please.”

“You’ve got it, Ma’am.”

*****

They were still waiting on the completed database comparison to come through when the portable Anselm had recovered from the American agent began to buzz softly on the desk as its soft vibrate feature caused it to shiver across the glass desk he had laid it on.

He exchanged a glance with Gwen, who just shrugged, so Anselm looked back at the device that had, up until a moment earlier, been entirely dead.

“Are you going to pick it up” Gwen asked him after a moment.

“I suppose I should,” He said, a little reluctantly.

If it was someone, as it almost certainly must be, trying to contact the Agent, Anselm was going to have to give them some very bad news. He’d always hated that part of his job. Of course, he supposed that no one liked that part of the job, or if they did they were very disturbed people indeed. He reached out and picked up the common looking portable and fanned it out with a flick of his wrist.

“Yes” He said as the screen flickered to life.

“Who is this!” The voice on the other side was sharp, angry even.

Given who Anselm thought it probably was, more or less, he understood entirely. It was also probably best to give her the truth. “Agent Anselm Gunnar, Interpol. May I ask who this is”

The screen went dead before he got out the fifth word.

*****

Natalie Cyr automatically killed the signal with a single touch of her finger, then glared at Howard. “Give me a full file on that man. I want to know if he’s who he says he is.”

“Yes Ma’am.” Howard nodded instantly, his fingers tapping away.

The Interpol records were an open book to the computers buried throughout the Langley facility, and within thirty seconds they had the appropriate file up and on the screen.

“Anselm Gunnar, Agent, Interpol. Age, thirty three. Born in Stockholm. He’s their leading anti-terrorist investigator.” Howard replied, eyes flicking as he read the file.

Natalie nodded, reading over his shoulder, “It looks like him too. What does the computer say”

“One moment.” Howard tapped out a command, capturing the video file and sending it to the Facial Topography Comparison Programs.

The linked supercomputers almost instantly spat out the response.

“Ninety eight point three percent positive.”

Natalie grimaced, hesitating for a moment.

“Alright. Call him back.”

*****

The device hummed again against the desk just a few moments later, and this time Anselm didn’t hesitate. He picked up the already open device and brought it up to his face again.

“I’m here.”

“Where is the owner of that Portable, Agent Gunnar,” The voice on the other side of the connection was tense and sharp.

Anselm hesitated a moment, then sighed. “He’s dead.”

The voice fell silent for a moment, leading Anselm to believe that the link had been cut again, but the voice came back, still hard, still sharp, but with more depth than Anselm usually heard over a digital line.

“How,” She asked.

“He was killed in an explosion while we were investigating an underground facility near here,” Anselm said, deciding that the truth was the best plan. “There was an incident. He saved my life.”

When there was another long silence, Anselm decided to ask a question.

“Are you Agent Corvine’s superior, Ma’am”

On the screen, the woman’s face hardened. “Agent Gunnar, you know a bit much for my preferences. I have a feeling that you’re leaving something out of your encounter with Agent Corvine.”

“So you are his superior.” Anselm said, eyes glinting slightly.

She ignored him, “What do you know about the situation Agent Corvine was investigating”

“Alright, I’ll play it your way,” Anselm told her, “He was looking into the activities of Raymond Gorra, AKA Abdallah Amir.”

“And you are aware of these activities”

She’s fishing for info.the question is, about what exactly, Anselm wondered.

Before he could say anything, though, Gwen was snarling over his shoulder.

“Aware! That freak has a goddamned bio-warfare lab right under our.!”

“Gwen!” Anselm cut her off, glaring over his shoulder.

“I see.” The voice on the other side sounded slightly amused. “As it turns out, Agent Gunnar.Inspector Dougal, that is precisely what Agent Corvine’s data indicates.”

“What data did he send out” Anselm asked quickly, “I’ve been compiling a list of the known terrorists here, it might let me figure out who’s doing what.”

“Send us the list,” The woman said, “We’ll determine that.”

Anselm chuckled dryly, “Fat chance lady. I hate to remind you, but we’re the ones on site.And, uh, Inspector Dougal and I have jurisdiction.”

“Inspector Dougal is a local police officer, Agent Gunnar. She isn’t qualified for this sort of operation, and neither, quite frankly are you. Your investigative talents are well noted, however this is no longer an investigation.”

“Says you.” Gwen muttered, annoyed.

“You know how this works,” Anslem said, shooting Gwen a quelling look, “You give a little, you get a little.”

“Agent Gunnar,” The voice said, then dropped off. When it came back, she was sighing. “Alright. We’ve been developing some simulations based on the data we received from Agent Corvine.Do you have access to a high speed connection”

Anselm raised an eyebrow, looking over at Gwen, who shrugged. “Of course. My home network is.”

“No. Your home system isn’t.secure.”

“Oh well then the station has.Wait.How do you know that!”

“The station has a link to the standard police networks, will that do” Anselm asked, ignoring Gwen’s outburst.

“It should.” The woman replied after a moment.

“Alright, Gwen” Anselm looked over, “Let’s go to the station.”

*****

The connection closed and Natalie fell silent for a moment as she stared at the dark screen.

“Ma’am”

The technician waited a moment, growing slightly more anxious by the second, then braved her silence once more.

“Ma’am”

“What” She shook her head, looking down at the technician.

“What do you want me to do” The man asked nervously.

She sighed, pushing the death of her agent aside for the moment. “Agent Corvine was using the Consulate secured Portable Comp, right”

“Ah.Yes Ma’am.”

“Download its entire contents, including the `black box’ signals.”

Howard nodded, “Yes Ma’am.That.That’ll take some time.”

“I’m aware of that,” She replied, knowing that while the wireless networks that the portables connected through were quite fast, they were still nowhere near as fast as the trunk lines that interconnected the primary network nodes, and as technology had progressed the amount of data that even a small device like an off the shelf portable computer could accumulate was huge.

The Consulate’s portable wasn’t even remotely off the shelf.

“Let me know when the information is available,” She told the technician, turning to leave.

“Ma’am Where are you going”

Natalie looked back sharply, and the man flushed under her gaze. After a moment her eyes softened slightly, “I have to see a man about a star.”

*****

“My network isn’t secure.” Gwen complained as they walked to the monorail, “what does that mean anyway”

“Probably that they hacked it and downloaded everything you had on your computer.” Anselm replied dryly.

“What!”

“Gwen,” Anselm shook his head, “That was the Deputy Director of Intelligence at the CIA. Natalie Cyr.”

Gwen fell silent as they boarded the monorail car, staring at Anselm for a long moment.

“What” He asked, checking his shirt.

“Are you kidding me!”

“Not at all,” Anselm smiled, “It took me a moment, but I recognized her. She took over the position last year actually, I attended a party she was at about six months ago, though we didn’t meet. Tough lady, or so they say.”

“The CIA just hacked into my computer!”

Anselm smirked, “Something on it you’d rather they not know about”

“Hell yes!” Gwen bristled, eyes flaring with an indignant light.

Anselm chuckled, though he admitted that it wasn’t likely to be funny in the slightest to Gwen. Personal computers were extremely private matters, and even the most scrupulous person was likely to have a few tidbits located on their home system that they’d rather no one know about. He didn’t know what Gwen’s particular thing was, but he had more than a few on his computer that he’d certainly rather no one ever see.

Which, come to think of it, brought up another likely issue.

“If it’s any consolation,” He said, grimacing as the thought struck him, “They’re probably doing the same to mine now, assuming they haven’t already.”

She glanced sidelong at him as the monorail sped along, “It’s not, but I suppose it’ll have to do.”

Anselm chuckled slightly, “Don’t worry too much about it. Truth is, your name has probably crossed some anonymous clerk’s desk a few thousand times over the run of your life. There are international signals intercepts that routinely check and analyze messages based on keywords.”

“That’s not comforting,” Gwen told him dryly, glancing out of the rail car. “We’re here.”

Anselm just smiled as the monorail car slid to a smooth, nearly imperceptible, stop. “What can I say We’ve come a long way since Echelon.”

Gwen shook her head, making a rude noise as she got up. “Come on, Gunnar. I want to get this over with.”

“I thought I told you to call me Anselm” He grinned, following her off the rail car.

“That was before you got me investigated by the CIA,” She told him sourly, showing him her back as she strode down the steps to the ground, then turned toward the police station.

Anselm just laughed and followed her.

*****

“Natalie”

Natalie Cyr hastily composed herself as she scribbled her signature on a piece of paper, then straightened and turned to greet the man standing in her door.

“Sir.” She nodded.

“I just heard about Joshua,” Carl Severson, Director of Central Intelligence (DCI) said softly. “You have any hard data yet”

“Not yet,” The severe looking woman said firmly, “I ordered a full upload of the Consulate Portable he was carrying, but that will take some time.”

“Alright,” He nodded, “Let me know when it’s done. What’s the status on the team we’re dispatching to Australia”

She grimaced, shaking her head. “They’re still in California, forming up. We weren’t expecting it to come to a head so fast.”

The DCI grimaced as well, but nodded. “Alright. Get them in the air. I don’t care if you don’t have a full team yet, fill out their ranks from the Navy if you have to, we have to have something in the area that’ll do the job.”

“Yes Sir, uh.what about SecNav”

“I’ll talk to Rob myself,” the DCI promised, “maybe find you a SEAL team or something.”

“I’ll take some of their Masters at Arms as a second choice,” She said.

“Agreed,” Carl told her, “I’ll clear it. Just get your team in the air. Whatever is going down in the Outback, I want it shut down before it becomes an Incident.”

“Sending in a team without the approval of the Australian government will turn it into an incident pretty fast, Sir.” She reminded him.

“I’ll have clearance from them before your team crosses over into Aussie territory.” He told her.

“And if you don’t”

“Then tell them to be very, very, quiet.”

*****

“We may have a problem.”

Abdallah Amir sighed, wincing almost invisibly as the dark words were uttered, and he pushed himself away from his desk and stood up. “Very well, Jacob. Lay it out.”

“We found a glitch in the security system.”

“Oh”

“It’s not much,” Jacob stated, breathing out in frustration, “But there are digital artifacts in the image.Our system is very high definition, and we usually don’t get those artifacts.”

“And what, pray tell, does that mean”

“It may mean that someone used an infiltration program to edit themselves out of the image.” Jacob explained, “That software uses image interpolation to cover up the person as they move across the camera. That kind of software alteration tends to leave behind traces in the image that we call artifacts.”

“And there are some of these.artifacts on the security footage”

“Yes, Amir. We actually record two separate instances of these artifacts entering the lab.” Jacob paused, “And one leaving.”

Abdallah muttered a curse, smashing his hands across his desk, and sent papers cascading to the ground.

“Damn it!” He cursed again, fists clenching. “We have no more time, Jacob. The Americans, or someone, will be coming.”

“There aren’t enough people in the greenhouse to accomplish the effect we wish,” Jacob warned.

“I know that.” Abdallh shook his head, then stopped suddenly. “How many are there at any given time”

“During the day Two.perhaps three thousand workers, another three thousand visitors during peak times.” Jacob replied.

“Alright.Put out an announcement.” Abdallah said slowly, “Free food, free drinks.free anything you can think of. Get our. volunteers inside. I don’t care how.”

*****

At the police station, Gwen flipped on the lights to her office, glancing out over the dark streets of the city, and sighed as she sat down behind her desk.

“What now” She asked finally.

Anselm shrugged, “We’ll have to wait I guess. She’ll contact us again.”

“That thing still working” Gwen nodded to the portable as Anselm shook his head and slid it onto the table.

“No, it must be locked to its owner,” He said, “Mine is.though this seems more sophisticated.”

Gwen shook her head, “Whatever. What do we do in the meantime”

“Start by checking the results of my database search,” Anselm told her, withdrawing his own portable from his pocket.

He keyed open a connection to the International Police Network, logging into the database, and requested the search results from his earlier request. The IPN was an effort by the police communities from several nations, including the United States, Canada, Britain, Australia, and several other `First World’ countries to provide easy access to advanced investigative tools to all police organizations throughout the world.

It gave easy access to Fingerprint, DNA, Facial Topography, and many other Law Enforcement tools to police forces in countries too poor to fund their own advanced labs, and to those communities within their own countries too small to do so.

It also gave roving investigators like Anselm, as well as FBI and other similar groups, the tools they needed to accomplish their jobs no matter where the investigation took them.

The networked system could do the work that normally required computing arrays and deliver it to small, affordable computer systems like Anselm’s own portable within a reasonable time frame.

Such as the thirty minutes it had taken to do a complete facial topography scan of the nearly two hundred people who worked directly for the power generation facilities of the massive tower complex. The computers relayed their data faithfully, not aware of what good, or evil, they could sometimes be reporting.

Anselm whistled low, looking at the data, and muttered a soft oath.

“What is it” Gwen asked sharply, leaning forward at her desk.

“Trouble.” He replied, shaking his head. “Big trouble.”

Gwen’s eyes narrowed, her face growing taught, “What kind Is it someone on the List”

The `List’ was the international most wanted, a gathering of some of the worst criminals the world knew at any given time. Being placed on the list generally required a body count in the triple digits, given that competition for even the top one hundred was regrettably fierce.

“That’s not it,” Anselm said, however, shaking his head. “Thankfully. Abdallah is bad enough. No, what I’m looking at is over thirty wanted terrorists here. All of them working at the Tower.”

Gwen fell back, shaking her chair with the force her back hit it, and just stared at him.

“Thirty”

Thirty. It was staggering to the officer, and she tried to place it in perspective. In any real city, her mind actually used the word `real’, thirty perpetrators would be a lot, but not unworkable. Here, in Tower City, that was almost as many police officers they had, including the part time deputies!

“I’m afraid so.” Anselm said grimly, shaking his head. He was already punching in new commands, sending out the information along with an abbreviated report. “I’m calling for backup from Sydney.”

She nodded.

There wasn’t really a choice any more. Thirty perpetrators was, perhaps, within their ability to capture, but it would actually begin to strain the holding cells they had available.

Even so, she could just let them go. Not now that she knew they were there.

“Alright. How long will it take for them to get here”

“They’ll prep the teams, cut through the red tape. probably a day and a half, maybe two days.” He answered uncertainly. “Maybe a bit longer, it just depends on if your government has a team ready to go, or if they haven’t taken my investigation seriously.”

“A day and a half!” Gwen blurted, unbelieving.

It seemed like a kick in the teeth, insult added to the injury of them being in her town in the first place.

“We can start rounding them up ourselves,” She stated after a moment. “I can call my Captain, he’ll call in the Deputies.We split into teams, we can get most of them before they know what’s going on.”

“Patience.” Anselm put up a hand, shaking his head.

“Patience hell! They’re playing with bio-terrorism in MY city!” The fiery woman fumed.

“And the last thing we want to do is push them into anything.impulsive.” Anselm responded. “Gwen, when we move, I want them all. No one escapes. No one.”

She settled down slightly, taking a shuddering breath. She knew that he was talking about Abdallah Amir more than any of the other names, and had to concede the point. To date they knew nothing about where he was, and if they moved now, there was an excellent chance that he would escape the city.

She wasn’t entirely willing to give up, however.

“What if they release that god forsaken stuff before you’re ready to move”

Anselm nodded grimly, “That’s the one rub. It’s why I want to deal with the CIA, if they’ll exchange information with us. I need to know what it is, exactly, and try to figure out what Abdallah is trying to do with it.”

Gwen grimaced, nodding finally. “Alright.Alright. I’m going to wake the Captain though, Anselm. Tell him to start calling in the boys. We may need them. Badly.”

“Ok,” He agreed, “Do that.Don’t mention the CIA yet though.”

“Why”

Anselm grinned, “Other than the fact that they would most likely prefer to have their name kept out of it At least officially Because he’ll probably get in a huff, and I don’t feel like trying to keep two children from fighting.”

Gwen couldn’t help but laugh slightly at the image, quickly regaining her composure though as she glared mildly at Anselm. He just looked innocent until she laughed again and nodded, “Alright.fine. I’ll.”

She was cut off by the portable on the desk vibrating and they looked at the piece of electronics together.

“You deal with that,” She said, relinquishing her chair. “You can access the main servers through my terminal. I’ll go call the Captain.”

Anselm nodded, rising himself and moving around the desk to sit at the computer terminal before he answered the portable.

“Gunnar,” He said, flipping it open.

“This is Cyr.” The woman on the other side said instantly, using her name for the first time. “Are you at the Tower City PD”

Anselm smirked slightly, “If you’re seriously asking that question, you’re not who I thought you were.”

She tilted her head slightly, but didn’t admit anything else. “Fine. We’re sending you the simulations we have on the biological vector Agent Corvine discovered. Log into the Police Network and access the DNA profiling program, we’ll use that.”

Anselm did as he was told and in a moment there was an animation floating in front of him, along with a series of numbers. He leaned forward frowning, reading the numbers off silently.

“Am I reading this right,” He wondered aloud. “This doesn’t look like any vector I’ve seen.”

“That’s because it’s been heavily altered,” Natalie told him, “What you’re looking at is a modification of the Nineteen Eighteen Spanish Flu.”

Anselm whistled, remembering the information on that as an academic abstract. The Spanish flu had been Pandemic, crossing the globe in its time before it had burned itself completely out.

“I thought that was gone,” Anselm responded grimly.

“Some strains of it still exist, primarily in research laboratories,” She told him, sighing, “We don’t know where Gorra got this one. The CDC keeps close tabs on all known strains of it, and they’ve been accounted for.”

“Maybe he got it where they did”

“That’s possible,” She nodded, “Some strains were recovered from the bodies of those who had been killed by it, particularly in northern regions. It wouldn’t be impossible for Gorra to have dug up a few graves, if he knew what he was searching for.”

Anselm nodded grimly in return, “Alright. What alterations have they made”

“Primarily they’ve apparently made it tougher,” She replied, “My best people are looking closer right now, but the overall effect is to make the strain much more resilient to temperature extremes. It’ll also make it much more difficult to develop a vaccine for, I’m told.”

Anselm shook his head, “Why here I don’t get it.”

“That,” Natalie Cyr said grimly, “Is the frightening part.”

Anselm raised his eyebrows, “Excuse me”

The fact that she didn’t think that the biological vector itself was the frightening part was somewhat, disconcerting.

“Go to the Interpol network and access your private folders.”

He did as he was told, quickly browsing across to his own private section of the Web, and tabbed into the folders she directed him to. Waiting for him was a program he didn’t recognize, right where she told him to look. He ran the program, watching the animation unfold on the screen in front of him.

“The disease is intended to be cultured in the greenhouse,” Natalie told him as he watched an onscreen presentation of what she was saying, “basically building up to high concentrations by living in the host bodies of the people working and living there. Its early form is contained in irradiated carbon nanotubes, the radiation slows the progress of the disease so that it takes well over a week or more to kill it’s victim.”

Anselm grimaced, noting that the radiation from the nanotubes was more than enough to kill the victims on its own. It would just take a long time to do so.

“During the initial infection period, while the victim is dying from both the disease and the radiation holding it in check, they’re constantly producing the virus. Breathing it out into the air around them,” Natalie’s voice was growing even grimmer, “Air that is being constantly pumped straight up the tower and out into the upper atmosphere, Agent Gunnar.”

Anselm cursed, turning away for a moment as he shook. He’d guessed at that himself, in an offhanded way, but had never really stopped to really work through the ramifications. The vector, being distributed halfway across the planet by the Jetstream, would infect dozens of nations. It would pass across borders with impunity, killing without any controls.

“We calculate that, if Gorra’s numbers are correct, the United States will see its first cases coming across the border from Mexico, and riding in on southerly winds and tropical storms, within one month of the initial dispersion.” Natalie told him, “Worst case scenarios place the total deaths in the range of a half million people. South of the Mexican border the numbers are, obviously, much worse.”

“He’s not launching a terrorist attack,” Anselm whispered in shock, “He’s trying to launch a global pandemic.”

Natalie Cyr nodded grimly, “That’s correct.”

*****

Captain Ryan Emmerson, Chief of the Tower City PD, groaned as he rolled over to the sound of his phone console chiming.

“Damn it, Ryan,” His wife moaned, not opening her eyes, “It’s the middle of the night.”

“Go back to sleep, Hon,” He told her, his joints creaking as he reached forward and keyed open the connection. “What is it”

“Ryan, we have a problem.”

“Gwen” Emmerson blinked, wiping his eyes clear. “What’s going on We have another renegade flyer”

“No, this is worse.” Gwendolen told him grimly, “This is about Agent Gunnar.”

Ryan shivered and forced himself awake, “Hang on a moment. I’ll move to my den.”

He slipped the console on hold and grabbed a shirt from the foot of his bed, throwing it on as he moved over to the next room. His wife was already back asleep when he closed the door between them. Ryan sat down at his desk, flipping on the console there, and nodded to Gwen when her face showed up on the screen. “Alright, what’s going on Where are you”

“I’m at the station,” She assured him, waving her hand in a dismissive manner. “Don’t worry about me. Worry about us, all of us.”

“What’s going on”

Gwen looked grim, something that Ryan had never seen in her before.

“It’s the terrorist, Abdallah Amir. You remember what I said about him”

Ryan nodded slowly, his face tightening. “I remember.”

“He’s got a plan, Ryan. And it’s a bad one.” Gwendolen told him, “He’s got a biological weapon.”

“What” Ryan looked alarmed, “Are you sure”

“I’m sure. We’re sure,” She said, “Look, we have a list of other people, other terrorists, here in Tower City. Almost thirty of them. We’ve got to call up the deputies, Ryan, and get everyone on alert.”

“Thirty! We don’t even have the holding space for thirty people!”

“I know, but what can we do about it” Gwen shrugged helplessly.

Ryan swallowed, nodding. “Alright.Look, hold tight. I’ll start rallying the troops.”

Gwen nodded, “Thanks, Ryan.”

“Just hang on, Gwen. We’ll get through this.”

*****

Natalie Cyr saw the stricken look on the Interpol Agent’s face, understanding exactly what was flowing through the man’s thoughts because the same thing had just gone through her own a few tens of minutes earlier.

“It’s not as bad as all that,” She told him a moment later, sighing.

“That will be a bloody good trick,” He told her, “Why don’t you tell me how it’s not as bad as all that”

“Well, the very thing that makes the Tower so dangerous as a biological deployment facility, also gives us time,” She told him grimly, “He needs to take, and hold, the tower for several days to achieve maximum effect. A week would be optimum, for his purposes, but basically the longer he can hold the tower, the better.”

Anselm nodded grimly, “Alright.So, since nobody’s sick around here.we probably have time.”

“Exactly.” She told him grimly, “I’m scrambling a team as we speak, several operatives and we’re looking into adding Navy Seals or Masters at Arms to the contingent even now. What I need from you is those names you told me you scanned.I need to know what they’re going to face when they arrive.”

Anselm looked down for a moment, “How long until they get here”

“Two, maybe three days. We’re looking to cut that down, though.”

He nodded, his face dark. “There is an Interpol START Unit on their way already, We’ll coordinate with your group.”

Natalie nodded in response, “very well. The names”

Anselm sighed, “I got back the results of my database search.out of the two hundred people working within the power facility, there were twenty eight names on our terrorist watch list. I’ll send them now.”

Natalie winced. It wasn’t as bad as it could have been, she supposed, and chances were that an Interpol Special Tactical Response Team could handle those numbers. They certainly could with the help of the team she was dispatching.

However, if there were nearly thirty people on the power team alone, then what about.

Anselm Gunnar must have seen the tightening in her face, as his next words put voice to her worst fears.

“What I’m worried about,” He said, “is whether they’ve infiltrated into other positions as well.”

Natalie Cyr nodded grimly, “Can you find out”

He smiled ironically, “Yeah. The Director won’t be pleased about the computer time it’s going to take though.”

“I’ll bet,” Natalie said dryly, mind whirring.

The CPU cycles needed to identify one person against the massive police database of known criminals and terrorists wasn’t an insignificant chunk of time, as far as those things went. The cycles required to search and identify almost eighty thousand people That would grind every other computer request in an organization to a halt, and even then it might not be enough.

“I’ll authorize the use of our systems as well,” She said, making the decision on the fly. “You’re going to need every picosecond of computer time we can get you.”

He nodded grimly, “I know.”

“I’ll contact you soon,” She told him.

“I’ll be here,” He replied tiredly, just before she closed the connection.

She stared at the black screen for a long moment before moving, her mind racing as she thought about it. Eighty thousand potential terrorists, eighty thousand potential victims, eighty thousand potential hostages. It was turning into a tactical and public relations nightmare.

Alright, She thought grimly, first thing is first. Identify the opposition.

“Howard!”

*****

Anselm found himself staring at the black screen for a moment after the American Deputy Director of Intelligence signed off, lost in thought as he tried to get his head in gear. It took a moment, but he finally snapped out of it and keyed open his Portable and tapped in the direct contact address for the Director of Interpol.

“I contacted the Captain,” Gwen started as she came in, falling silent in mid word as he held up his hand.

“Madam Director”

“Agent Gunnar” The Director shifted, wiping her hand across her face. “What is it What’s happened”

“A lot.” He told her grimly, “We’ve got a handle on what Abdallah is planning, and it’s worse than we feared. It’s not nuclear, it’s biological, and it has global implications.”

There was a silence, then she spoke sharply. “Talk to me, Anselm.”

“I’ll explain it in a moment, first I need some things.”

“Name it, Agent.”

“First, computer time. Lots of it. And blanket E-Warrants for electronic investigations on everyone in Tower City.”

The Director managed to keep from screaming, he had to give her that, but her eyes bugged out and her jaw dropped. “Are you insane The International Digital Privacy Act specifically limits our powers in digital investigation, Agent.”

“I’m aware of the implications, Madam Director,” He told her, “But we’re in deep here. The CIA is involved now, and they’re sharing Intel and are willing to give us computer time for this. It’s that big, Ma’am.”

The Director of the International Police Organization let out a long, deep breath and slowly shook her head. “Do you have any idea how much computer time this will take, even if we can get the warrant”

“Director, I’m sending you the data on what Abdallah is doing now,” He told her, “Read it over and get back to me before you complain about computer time, Ma’am.”

She stared at him for a long moment, eyes flicking to where her home system was announcing the receipt of his file. Finally she nodded, “I’ll contact you shortly.”

When she signed off, Anselm turned back to Gwen.

“Alright, we’re in deep and getting deeper,” He told her, “You call your Captain”

She nodded, “He’s calling in our people now.”

Anselm nodded, sighing thoughtfully.

“Were you serious You’re going to investigate everyone in the city”

He nodded again, “That’s right. We’ll use ever CPU cycle from every computer we can link to if we have to, but we need to know how many terrorists we’re dealing with.or at least as close as we can come.”

“But.everyone” She looked stunned by the very concept. “That’s.”

“Incredible Insane Huge,” Anselm supplied.

“Wrong.” She said, with finality. “It’s an invasion of privacy.it’s.”

“It might just save the lives of the innocent,” He told her, “And with millions of lives on the line.They can charge me with Invasion of Digital Privacy if I live. I’m going to start with municipal government, emergency services, criminal records, and I should have thought of this before but also the PD.”

Gwen’s eyes widened, “What!”

“You heard me,” He told her grimly, his hand dropping to his hip. “I’m sorry Gwen, but as of right now, I’m not taking anything for granted.”

She glared at him, her eyes burning darkly. “You can be a real bastard, you know that”

He nodded in agreement, “Yeah. I know. So before we get to the intrusive part, you have anything you’d like to tell me, Gwen”

She said nothing, just thumped down into the guest chair of her own office, and glared at the man who had taken over her desk.

*****

“Amir, It’s Ryan Emmerson.”

“Ah, Chief Emmerson. Do you have any news for me”

“The Interpol Agent has issued a request for local help. He has the names of thirty people he wants arrested, and he knows that you have a biological weapon, Amir.”

“Unfortunate. This is what I need you to do, Chief Emmerson.Contact your people and have them prepare for tomorrow. I’ll handle the Interpol Agent, Ryan. Where is he”

“He and Gwen Dougal are at the station.”

“Perfect.”

*****

“Satisfied”

Anselm ignored the acerbic tone coming from Gwendolen Dougal and merely nodded, “Yeah. I am.”

She pursed her lips, uncertain whether to take that as any sort of concession, but knowing that his lack of challenging reply was even more frustrating. The background check had just come back on her, and as she’d fully known the facial topography scan of the Interpol and CIA databases had come back clean.

Anselm didn’t apologize; however, he merely queued up the rest of the police department, along with the emergency services personnel, medical staff of the tower, and local government, and set them to searching.

“You don’t have a warrant for that.” She hissed, eyes flashing again.

“Given the situation, I don’t think it’s going to matter.” He replied.

“It’s inadmissible in a court of law!”

“You should read up on the Acts of Terror amendments to the British, Canadian, US, and yes even the Australian constitutions, charters, and whatever else. Terrorists don’t have the same rights under law as citizens.” Anselm replied grimly, “Hell, if we actually arrest anyone, they’ll probably be handed over to military tribunals anyway.”

Gwen grimaced, looking away. She had actually forgotten about that, not having had to invoke those particular changes in Australian and international law at any point in her career. After the 9/11 incident in the United States, the various bombings in London, a release of Anthrax in downtown Ottawa, and the destruction of a three block radius from a small nuclear device in Kyoto Japan, new and extremely harsh international treaties had been written, or in some cases rewritten, to basically strip terrorists of practically all normal rights they may have enjoyed under law.

Those laws had been, and still was in fact, under near constant attack by human rights organizations since 2008 when they had been signed. Only the rash of bombings in 2013 had prevented them from being revoked in Australia at that time, in fact, after a series of expose reports on the abuse of those laws had been aired.

The abuses hadn’t stopped, and the laws were again coming under increasing attacks in the public eye.

Gwen grimaced as she realized that those attacks were likely to again be derailed, Abdallah’s actions here at the tower would fuel the defenders of the new treaties for years to come.

Anselm, reading her face, misunderstood the source of the grimace, though not by much.

“I know,” He said, “those treaties haven’t always been used by the best people, or for the best reasons, but this situation is exactly why they were signed in the first place.”

That point was the bare truth, she had to concede, though Gwen also had to wonder exactly how often did a group of terrorists actually get organized enough to pull something like this off. The proponents of the laws would say that once was too much, and to be honest even she couldn’t argue with that, but the entire situation still left a bad taste in her mouth.

“I don’t like it.” She said aloud, finally speaking.

“If you did,” Anselm shrugged, “You’d be the wrong kind of person to carry that badge.”

She snorted at the clich�d phrase, expressing her thoughts on his statement. “That’s the sort of bullshit people like us used to allow those damned treaties to be signed in the first place, Gunnar, and you know it. It’s nothing by self-comforting bullshit so we can sleep at night and not have nightmares about what we’re turning our world into.”

“This isn’t the time or place for this argument.” He snapped back, “I don’t really approve of all the amendments to the laws myself, but they’re there right now and by god I’m going to use them.”

“That’s the problem, right there.”

Anselm grimaced, but finally ignored her, knowing that it wasn’t an argument that they were going to resolve any time soon. The hell of it was that he agreed with her, the laws were subject to abuse, and probably shouldn’t have been enacted. The fact that they were was out of his control, however, and he had to work with what he was given. Besides, if it would save the lives of eighty thousand people, let alone millions, he’d sign a deal with the devil himself.

A voice, somewhere in the back of his mind, whispered nastily as that thought passed through his head.

The road to hell.

Anselm ignored it, turning his focus back to the task at hand, and went back to work.

*****

“I need a status report to brief the President, Natalie. What’s going on in Australia”

Natalie Cyr looked up as the DCI stepped into her office and she tilted her head ironically, “Why hello, Carl. Nice to see you, How’s the wife and kids”

He scowled humorously at her, but didn’t say anything.

She sighed after a second, then nodded tiredly. “My team is airborne, they’ll rendezvous with the Reagan Carrier Group in eight hours.”

“Alright, good. What about the situation on site”

“It’s not good,” She told him seriously. “We have over thirty confirmed terrorists at the Tower now, and the number is likely to rise. Interpol will have one of the START teams there tomorrow, but the locals are likely to be outnumbered even so.”

The Director of Central Intelligence closed his eyes, tilting his head as he grimaced.

“It’s not that bad, Carl,” She told him tightly, “But it’s bad. On the up side, they are working against time even as much as we are. They have to hold that tower for a week to achieve the worst case effect that they’re after, but even a few hours could result in a lot of fatalities.”

“If they have to hold it for a week, they can’t win.” Carl Severson said, looking perplexed. “Even we could have a full Marine Expeditionary Force on their doorstep inside of five days. The Australians will roll right over them.”

Natalie held up her hand, “For WORST effect, they need to hold it a week. Remember, a few hours will still sow a lot of panic across a great many countries, Carl. Plus, I’m not so confident that anyone will roll right over them.”

“Please, Natalie.” The DCI scoffed, “The Australian armed forces aren’t amateurs, and no terrorist force can stand up to a straight out fight with regular forces.”

“No, but this is a potential hostage situation with almost a hundred thousand hostages.” She reminded him, “Unless you think that the President, or the Australian government will authorize an air strike”

Severson winced, holding up his hand. “Point. Alright.peace. You have a plan”

“Right now it depends on Raymond Gorra, I’m afraid.” She told him grimly, “The ball is in his court. If he holds off on his plans, then we can cut him off and do this relatively cleanly. If he moves before we’re in place.It’s going to get ugly, Carl. And you can tell the President I said so.”

Carl Severson raised his eyebrows, then smiled without humor at her. “I’ll do that.”

He turned to leave, then stopped and looked back. “SecNav has been informed of your operation, and he’ll have the Reagan complement of Masters at Arms standing by to assist.”

“Thank you,” She told him, honestly grateful. “We’re already running the files of the people around the Tower.so hopefully we’ll know how large the opposition is by the time we’re ready to launch the operation.”

“Keep me posted.” He told her, heading out the door. “And for God sake’s Natalie, get some sleep. There’s nothing you can do dead tired.”

*****

Waiting is the worst part of any high stress job.

Police work always came down to the drudgery, like most any other job. In the past it was often called `pounding the pavement’, the basic component of police work being getting out and simply talking to everyone possible. In the post Digital age it was more often than not a matter of waiting for computer searches to come through.

Normally those were fast, coming back in fractions of a second, but when they were long, they took forever.

Tonight was going to be one of those nights, Anselm knew, and the army of faces marching past the screen at electronic speeds certainly held up his thoughts on the matter. Gwen had dozed off in her chair some time ago, and he had found himself doing the same from time to time.

In fact, the only thing that was keeping him awake was the occasional ping from the computer that announced one more potential gunman to the army he was beginning to imagine around him.

Fifty three and counting.

Anselm closed his eyes, his head nodding down into his chest before snapping back up.

Abdallah must have been planning this for years, over a decade perhaps.

And that being the case, Anselm was really starting to wonder what his contingency plans were in case of official involvement.

He had to have them, the Interpol agent realized, his mind working tiredly. The involvement of Law Enforcement Agencies was inevitable, so he had to have plans to deal with them.


What kind of plans though

Hostages seemed to be a given, but that alone wouldn’t work unless he’d managed to maintain operational security on the biological factor. Security on something like that wasn’t easy either, and with it known, Abdallah had to know that the government would likely be forced to assault the tower, hostages or no.

The terrorist had certainly had the time to make those preparations, additionally it was obvious he had the money and backing, and now Anselm was watching the number of men Abdallah had increase by the minute.

So what had he worked out to ensure that his plan went through

What was Abdallah’s ace in the hole

*****

“Begin distributing the weapons to the men, Coreem.”

“Yes, Amir.” The small man nodded his head, looking toward a series of pallets of munitions marked with the Chinese Star. “Shall we roll out the heavy pieces as well”

Amir glanced away from the pallets of QW-9 shoulder fired Anti-Aircraft missiles toward the vehicle towed Type 105 35mm cannons. Based on the updated Swiss Orlikon Skyguard system, the Chinese weapons were an improvement over the Type 90’s that preceded them. Capable of computer assisted targeting, the heavy weapons were more than capable of creating a zone of low altitude interdiction against anything they were likely to face in the short term.

“Not yet,” he told the small man, “but have them moved to the garage in preparation for deployment. We don’t want to alarm anyone unduly, not yet anyway.”

Coreem laughed, nodding. “Yes, Amir. I’ll have everything prepared as you order.”

“Good man.”

The small man nodded again, grateful for the compliment, then ran over to a waiting forklift and turned its engine over. Amir watched for a while as he began to move pallets of anti-aircraft missiles out of their storage locations to where they could be broken up and delivered to the men.

The interference in his lab had forced him to move his plan up much faster than he’d hoped, and it was becoming obvious that even under the best possible outcome he wasn’t going to hit his optimal time frame. There was no way he could hold the tower for a week, not even if the Americans weren’t the ones who had broken into his lab.

However, a week wasn’t necessary.

A few days, a single day even, if he could get the concentrations up to a critical level, would serve. The panic and despair would still reach truly awesome levels, and that was all that he really asked.

Abdallah just wished that it had been the Chinese or the Indians who had chosen to build the tower. Using it to strike directly at the American mainland, at the `good old US of A’, would have made the entire plan.sheer perfection.

*****

The light was pouring in on his face when the insistent ring tone brought Anselm out of a restless sleep and the Interpol Agent grimaced as he felt the knotted muscles in his neck and back. He reached out, his hand flopping against the desk until he found the portable and tiredly flicked it open.

“Gunnar here,” He groaned quietly, rubbing his neck with his free hand.

“Agent Gunnar,” The Director said, bringing him more awake.

“Ma’am,” He said, straightening in the chair and wiping his face and eyes, pushing his mussed hair back.

“It wasn’t easy, Agent, but I got you your warrants.” The Director scowled, “The Australians are not amused, so you’d better not be wrong about this.”

“I’m not,” Anselm replied, not mentioning that he’d already started the background checks. He knew that the Director had to realize what he’d done, and if she chose to ignore it, he wasn’t going to argue. The Computer geeks at headquarters would be screaming about the CPU cycles he was using, so she could hardly have missed it.

“If you are, Agent,” The Director’s face was tight, and her voice cold, “it’s your ass.”

“Yes Ma’am.”

“The STARTer unit I dispatched will be there today, but I’m already leaning on the Australian government to allow the dispatch of our full response unit to your location within forty eight hours.”

“Thank you, Ma’am.”

“Don’t thank me, Anselm,” She said, voice softening slightly. “We should have moved faster than this.”

“Didn’t have the evidence, Ma’am,” He told her flatly, “couldn’t do anything different.”

“Perhaps,” She replied, her voice noncommittal. “Good luck.”

“Thank you, Ma’am.” Anselm said again, nodding as the connection closed.

He stood up, stretching out and tried to work some of the knots from his muscles, and looked around to find that the office was empty.

“Gwen” He called out, stepping to the doorway.

There was no immediate response, but a few moments later he heard the sound of movement from down the hall and Inspector Dougal appeared with a tray in her hands.

“Awake I see,” She smiled wryly at him, walking up the hall. “I figured you might like some coffee to start your morning.”

Anselm nodded, taking the cup from the tray gratefully.

“Not my preferred source of caffeine, actually, but it’ll do.” He told her, glancing down the hall. “What time is it I forgot to check.”

“Midmorning,” She frowned, shaking her head. “The morning shift should have come on at the switchboard, but there’s no one here.”

“No one” Anselm raised an eyebrow as he sipped his coffee.

That was odd, he had to admit. A police station, no matter how calm, was never left unwatched.

“No one,” Gwen repeated with a scowl, “That strictly against regs too. The automated emergency response line will redirect calls to the duty officers, but there still should be someone at the front desk.”

Anselm frowned, “Something scheduled for today”

She shook her head, “Nah. We’ve got a major event coming, but that’s not for two days.”

“What’s that”

“The Anniversary of the activation of the Tower,” She answered, shrugging. “It’s the biggest day of the year around here. We usually have an `all hands on deck’ for that day, only one man here in the station, everyone else is on duty around the city.”

Gwen shook her head, setting down her coffee and headed back down the hall. Anselm followed her, questions starting to rise in his mind. The police force had come back clear in his check through the CIA and Interpol databases, but of course that would only have identified terrorists with previous records. There was every chance that there were others that weren’t on anyone’s lists as of yet.

Gwen led him to the squad room, and stopped by one of the terminals in front of a wall screen. The ubiquitous wall size screens were nearly invisible until activated, but this one was already online and showing a top down view of the city with the huge greenhouse and tower at its center.

“That’s odd,” Gwen murmured, “Everyone is in the Tower Facility.”

“Everyone” Anselm asked, his stomach dropping.

“The other officers,” She corrected herself, and Anselm relaxed somewhat. “Most of them anyway. Some of the deputies and a couple officers are around the facility, at the monorail and road access points.”

“Can you get a view of them”

“Yeah, hang on.” She said, tapping in a command.

The screen abruptly shifted, showing a view of one of the monorail access points where a crowd was gathered, waiting for the next car.

“What’s going on out there” Anselm asked sharply, his heart quickening.

She shook her head, “I don’t know.”

“Where are they all going”

She tapped in another command, bringing up the monorail command system and showed the overhead schematics of the lines. After a moment she let out a long, shocked breath.

“Oh.” She shook her head, “They’re going into the greenhouse.”

“What! Why!”

“I don’t know!”

“Stop them!” Anselm blurted.

“How! I don’t have controller access! This is just used to view the car movements!,” She snapped, twisting a smaller screen over to where she could look at it.

“Well call someone who does!”

“I’m trying that!” She growled, “Now shut up a second and let me do my job!”

Anselm shut up, watching as she tried to open an outside line, only to have the computer on the other side refuse her. After a minute and three tries, she slapped her hand down on the desk and growled in frustration.

“Damn it! There’s no answer.”

“Where’s the control center”

“Inside the tower facility.” She gritted out, shaking her head. “Most of the administration is inside, Anselm. The Police only moved outside a little over a year ago, before that we were semi-officially under the auspice of the power company as a `security force’.”

“So, what you’re basically telling me, is that the entire command and control system for the city’s infrastructure is probably under the command and control of Abdallah Amir,” Anselm said sarcastically.

“Well it’s not like we planned it that way!”

“He did, I’m sure,” Anselm said dryly, shaking his head. “Alright, something’s going on, and I’m guessing that it’s not a good thing. How’s he getting everyone into the tower anyway”

“I think I know,” Gwen said grimly, pointing to a wall screen tuned to the local webcast channel.

Anselm straightened up and walked over, watching as the announcement looped and began playing again. “Free drinks and food, come celebrate the pre-anniversary party at the Tower Gardens Oh Christ.I don’t believe this crap.”

“We have to warn people!”

“How,” Anselm asked tiredly, shaking his head. “You want to run through the streets yelling like idiots in the movies”

“Actually I was thinking about maybe posting an official warning,” Gwen replied sarcastically. “As a police officer I have that authority, you know.”

“You do, or your Captain does”

“Well.” Gwen hesitated.

“I thought so.” Anselm shook his head, “Why don’t you try to contact him again.”

“Right.” Gwen nodded, “I’ll try.”

“While you’re doing that,” Anselm said, “I’m going to check on my research. Something tells me it’s about to become very important information.”

“You do that,” Gwen said absently, already activating the Captain’s contact line.

Anselm left her to it, not expecting her to accomplish anything, and went back to her office where his programs were still running.

He was pretty certain that things were well on their way to the crapper, though he’d be damned if he could see what could be done to stop it.

*****

“Alright, come on folks! There’s no rush here, the next car is coming right along in a minute.” Inspector `Pete’ growled, shaking his head as he waved a few people back, then nudged one of the deputies working with him, “Man, this is nuts. Why couldn’t they wait a couple days, we had all the arrangements made. This would have been a breeze.”

The deputy, one of the part time men that rarely got called up, just grunted in response as he roughly pushed a man back from the platform.

“Hey!” Pete yelled, coming over. “Just give em a warning damn it! They’re not rioters for crying out loud, mate!”

The deputy actually looked mutinous for a second, and Pete had to match his glare for glare, but he finally nodded and backed down, grumpily telling the next group to get into line.

Thank the maker that this crowd should thin out pretty quick, Pete thought, shaking his head. This yo-yo is trying me nerves.

Aloud he just waved to the next person, smiling as he ushered the woman and her children onto the monorail car.

“The fair ground, right Ma’am” He asked, nodding to the children.

“That’s right,” She nodded.

“This is the car for you lot, then.” He winked in an exaggerated way to the kids, his white teeth and eyes contrasting heavily to his black skin, and they giggled in response.

“Thanks.”

“Have a good one, miss!” He waved as the door shut and the monorail car took off.

The next car was coming into the slot as he turned to the deputy, and nudged him again. “That’s how you handle this lot, mate. Now come on, give me a hand here.”

The man just grumbled again in response, and Pete sighed, glancing to his wrist watch as he began to mentally count down the hours to when he’d be able to pay a visit to the free food and drink himself.

It’s a good thing I love being a cop, He thought as he helped the next group into the car, Cause otherwise this traffic control shit would really get a mate down.

*****

“The police inspector has begun accessing the net protocols from the station,” Director Jacob said, approaching from behind Abdallah as the terrorist entered a security code into a wall lock.

“Oh” Amir smiled, looking over his shoulder. “Took her longer than I expected. Very well, I suppose that we’ve taken all the time we are likely to get. Follow through with the first stage of the plan.”

Jacob nodded, “Very well, Amir. Shall I send a team to the Station”

Abdallah paused for a moment, considering. On the one hand, he didn’t generally approve of random killings while in the process of achieving a mission, they generally attracted the wrong kind of attention to the random killings he was hoping to achieve at the fulmination of his plans. Long term deaths were more important, after all.

However this Inspector and the Interpol agent she was associating with were a long cry from `random’ targets. They were, perhaps, directly to blame for the increased time schedule he was now operating under, and the directly proportional loss in expected casualties of his plan. If anyone deserved to die, it would be them.

More to the point, they were going to be a pain in the ass if left alone. He could just feel it.

“Very well,” He said finally, tapping in the final code to open the large metal door before them. “I suppose that it’s time to end the charade. Proceed to phase two as well, and eliminate the police that aren’t under our control.”

“All of them” Jacob asked, his voice uncertain.

“Well, wait until the crowds have died down, but yes. All of them. No point in having people who actually aspire to heroics kicking around alive, Jacob. They’ll just get themselves killed in the long run anyway,” He said, pulling open the huge counter weighted door. “Give them what they want.”

Jacob nodded, a hint of a smile on his face. “We have a few people who are looking forward to that.”

“That’s why we keep them around,” Amir said, stepping into the secured room.

Jacob nodded, stepping back and vanishing, as Amir looked at the rows of stainless steel canisters that lined the wall of the small room. The terrorist smiled privately, taking satisfaction in the stark, clinical image of over a decade of research and preparations.






Chapter 8
Anselm slid into the chair, pulling the keyboard out from the desk as his eyes roved over the screen briefly. The numbers were still, predictably, being crunched, but enough of them were in to give him a bleak image of the situation he and the innocent civilians of Tower City were facing.

So far there were almost sixty known or suspected terrorists in the city, and it was absolutely mind boggling to Anselm that none of them had tripped security alarms before Adrienne Somer had recognized a familiar face in a honeymoon photograph.

The fact that Director Jacob was on the list, of course, made it somewhat easier to believe, but that was hardly enough. Some of these people were in the criminal population, such as it was, and while it wasn’t standard protocol to run miscreants through international terrorist databases, neither was it entirely credible that all of them could simply slip through.

That meant someone was running interference through the computer systems.

Unfortunately, that didn’t narrow matters much. Hacking computer systems was a time honored tradition in the post digital age, and even the most secured of systems were known to be breached from time to time. Given the fact that Abdallah had obviously had his claws into the Tower Project from early on in its inception, it was literally child’s play to hook intercepts into the infrastructure of the local web access nodes.

After all, how often does one really get a chance to be on in something literally from the ground up

Anselm shook his head, tapping in another command, only to be met with an alarming whistle from the computer, followed by a loss of connection with the CIA and Interpol computing clusters.

“Ah hell,” He muttered, tapping in more commands, “Now what!”

He tried to restart the connection several times, but got nowhere, and instead gave up and pushed back from the desk. He got up and headed for the outer offices, “Gwen!”

“What!” She snapped back, eyes flaring, and he guessed that she had no more luck than he’d just experienced.

“We’ve lost net access.” He told her.

“What” Now she just sounded perplexed, which Anselm well understood.

The network link for a police organization was a dual line fiberoptic bundle, either of which fully capable of taking up the full slack for any conceivable use they’d have for it. Both lines were linked, by preference, through separate feed stations though in cities such as Tower City that wasn’t always possible.

In effect, a police station was never supposed to fall off the international police network.

Gwen started tapping at the configurable keyboard in front of her, ordering a connection reset, only to receive the same error as Anselm had seen a moment earlier.

“This isn’t right.”

“I figured that,” He said dryly, drawing his portable from his pocket. “I’m calling the Director.”

She ignored him, continuing to work on the computers while he tapped in the directors name on his buddy list.

A moment later he looked up, “I can’t get a signal.”

Gwen’s head snapped up, eyes widening, “That’s impossible.”

It should be, that was certain, Anselm conceded. A portable didn’t operate on any single connection scheme, and should have been able to establish a link over any open internet connection within the entire city. Failing that, its secondary protocol was the cellular links that still crossed the planet in almost every nation, and certainly here in Australia.

There was no single place where a break would disrupt the use of a portable computer, which meant that short of a nuclear attack or asteroid strike, which Anselm was relatively confident hadn’t happened, no accidental event could possibly cut off a portable.

“They’re getting started,” He said grimly, shaking his head. “We’re too late.”

Gwen fell back in her chair, paling as she pushed her red hair out of her eyes and whispered, “Oh no.”

“The last numbers that came through put the opposition at almost sixty men,” Anselm said, taking a deep breath. “I don’t know how many people they could have convinced to join them in the tower, but I doubt it’s anywhere near Abdallah’s optimal number.”

“What are they going to do next”

“I don’t know,” He shook his head, “They’ll have to hold the greenhouse.secure it before they can start.”

“That’s a big facility, Anselm,” She said, shaking her head. “Twenty five thousand acres of parks, crop lands, thermal tanks.it’s a lot of place to secure.”

“Maybe.maybe not,” Anselm shook his head, “They don’t care what people do once their inside, right They just don’t want them leaving.”

“That would make it easier,” She nodded, shrugging. “I don’t know.Still a lot of emergency exists around the outer ring.”

“What if they keep everyone to the inner rings”

She shook her head, “Mostly empty sections there, thermal capacitance tanks, dehumidification.it’s industrial.at least as much as we get around here.”

Anselm sighed shaking his head, “Jesus.Twenty five thousand acres to spread themselves out.if they have the men to do it.How many people could they possibly have in there”

“Thousands,” Gwen told him grimly. “Maybe tens of thousands.”

Anselm considered the numbers for a moment, then shook his head, “I don’t care how many people he has, there is no way Abdallah can control that many people. He just can’t possibly have the numbers.”

Gwen laughed bitterly, “What does it matter Sixty men or six hundred You and I don’t stand a chance in hell of doing anything to stop him.”

Anselm had to admit that she had a point, but he wasn’t willing to give up so soon. There had to be a way, even if it was just warning the people in the tower. If they revolted against the terrorists, they could easily run over whatever men Abdallah had. It would be messy, almost certainly, but it was possibly the only way.

The only question was what other insurance did the terrorist have


Explosives

The threat of being blown up was an effective deterrent, to be sure. Especially when you might not have enough guns to watch over a population effectively.

Of course, once they were infected, the people would become considerably more docile. They’d have other things to worry about, their bodies being weakened by the combination of illness and radiation.

It could very well be that this was what Amir was holding up his sleeve as population control.

In the end, though, it didn’t matter because Anselm didn’t have much choice in his course of actions. He had to prevent Abdallah from releasing that virus, one way or another.

“Where do you keep the precinct weapons” He asked grimly.

She stared at him, eyes widening, “Are you daft! You don’t stand a chance if you go in there, guns blazing like some movie character!”

“I’m not going to challenge Abdallah to a showdown in the town square, if that’s what you mean.”

“That might have a chance compared to anything else you might think up!” She snapped.

“Damn it, Gwen, I can’t let him release that virus,” Anselm told her firmly. “There’s no choice.”

“Suicide isn’t a choice, Anselm, it’s a stupidity. Now stop thinking with your little head and try contributing something to the solution!”

“Damn it, Inspector, I’m not talking about going out with guns blazing!” He snapped back, “But I’m going to need more than my automatic no matter what we decide!”

“We need help,” She told him flatly, rising to her feet.

“Fine, I’ll just wave my hands and say presto!” He told her sarcastically, “Instant help.”

A slow, rhythmic clapping filled the room and both of them spun to the front of the main offices and stared in shock and surprise at the nearly twenty men in black tactical gear standing there carrying large, and presumably heavy, duffel bags.

The man who was clapping smirked at them, “Not to interrupt the lovely bit of a lovers spat and all, but did someone here call for backup”

*****

“Ma’am, we just lost contact with the Interpol Agent.”

Natalie Cyr looked up sharply. “What”

“Our system was just refused access to the precinct’s local hub,” The technician said again, “It just went dead on us.”

Natalie exchanged glances with Carl Severson, who had been monitoring the progress, and their expressions darkened together.

“Not good, Natalie.” The DCI told her grimly.

“Stating the obvious isn’t going to get us much of anything,” She replied dryly, shaking her head. “The question is, what happened An electronic break Or something worse”

“Find out.” He told her, “Before we send any of our men into the breach, or ask the Aussies to send any of theirs.”

Too late for that, Natalie thought grimly, but she nodded anyway.

“Right,” She said aloud.

*****

“I’m Lieutenant Greene, Agent,” A young dark haired man said, stepping forward out of the group of men, extending his hand towards Gunnar. “We were ostensibly sent to provide security for Agent Somer’s husband however, judging from your discussion with the lady, may I assume that things are not quite as they were”

Anselm smiled wryly, nodding as he took the officer’s hand, “You could say that. We’ve got a minimum of sixty terrorists, presumably heavily armed, with several thousand local hostages. To make matters worse, our evidence suggests that they have a weapon of mass destruction and that they intend to use it.”

The other men uttered muffled curses, but one of them, an older man, stepped forward with a grim look on his face.

“Agent Gunnar, I’m Major Malcolm.” He said curtly, “I’m going to need a full situation report.”

Anselm glanced to the man, whose dress and insignia marked him as Australian Special Air Service, then back at the Interpol Lieutenant.

“The Major and his men were, unofficially, dispatched to escort us and provide such help as they could,” Greene said with a wry shrug.

Anselm nodded, smiling slightly, and turned to the Major, “Alright Major, here’s the situation. We’ve got a lunatic with a bio-weapon, and he doesn’t have any demands. He intends to infect the local population, and then use the thermal properties of the Tower to spread the disease into the Jetstream to kill millions.”

The men stared at him for a moment, before they finally reacted.

“Bloody fucking hell.”

The sentiment was echoed, in various forms, among the men but the Major just looked grimmer.

“I have to contact my superiors,” He said after a moment’s thought, “This situation isn’t what I was intending to walk into.”

Anselm snorted, “You and me both. Good luck with that.”

“Pardon me”

“All normal lines of communication are cut off,” Gwen Dougal put in, shaking her head. “Portables aren’t getting any signal, and the main trunk lines to the Network are all cut.”

The Major nodded slowly for a moment, “Makes sense. Alright, Kenny!”

“Sir!”

“Set up the radio, get me a line back to the base.” Malcolm ordered, “Mick, you take Johnson and Teal up to the roof and give me a watch.”

The men nodded and quickly set about doing their work, leaving the rest of them to listen as the Major turned back to Anselm, “Alright, a more detailed brief now, if you please”

Anselm nodded, tipping his head toward the center of the police station, where the largest wall screen was located. “Come on, I’ll give you what we have.”

“Very good then.”

*****

“How many people do we have”

Jacob glanced down at his computer, checking the latest numbers, then grunted softly, “Thirteen thousand, Amir.”

Abdallah nodded, his face seemingly serene, but Jacob wasn’t fooled by that look. Some men had the ability to compartmentalize their rage, lock it away beneath the surface like the calm sea. Only a fool, though, would look at that calm sea and not recognize the power of the seething currents beneath it. Jacob didn’t fancy himself a fool, and so he didn’t underestimate the hidden anger that lay in his superior.

“That’s within the minimum requirements,” Abdallah said after a moment.

Jacob hid a flinch, and nodded. “True, Amir. And we can increase concentrations if we push them in closer to the center of the facility.”

Amir shook his head, “Not necessary, the wind currents will do that for us. Better to stick with the plan, Jacob. They will be easier to handle if we leave them in the reception areas.”

“Yes Amir,” Jacob agreed. “People are still coming in, and probably will continue to do so.”

Abdallah nodded, “Yes. We will let them until the last possible moment, but it is time to begin deploying our defenses. secretly, Jacob! Secretly.”

“Of course, Amir.”

Amir sighed, hiding the tremor that was forming in his right hand by grabbing a rail in front of him. “Such plans we have laid, Jacob. To have them.reduced at the last moment in this manner. It is.infuriating.”

Jacob privately agreed more passionately than he felt wise to communicate, but he did nod in agreement. “As you say, Amir.”

“Are we prepared to make the public broadcast” Abdallah asked suddenly, his head swinging around.

“Yes, Amir. We still maintain access to the primary Network lines.”

“I will do so soon then,” Abdallah decided, “Before official response can arrive and cut our line to the outside world.”

“That would be.most wise.”

*****

“Major!”

“What is it, Kenny”

The radio operator shrugged as Malcolm looked over his way, “I’ve got a low level interference on all channels, Major. We’re being jammed pretty neatly.”

“Can you break through it”

“Not with this gear, not from here.” The trooper replied, “But from the roof I should be able to get a sat-link running.”

“Do it.” Malcolm said gruffly, “get back to me when it’s done.”

The Trooper nodded, gathering up his gear quickly, and headed for the stairs.

“Abdallah’s got the bases covered,” Anselm said grimly, shaking his head.

“Trooper Tavish will cut through that flop,” Malcolm said gruffly, looking to the schematics of the Tower Facility that were displayed on the wall screen, “He’s one of the best.”

Anselm just nodded in return, neither agreeing nor disputing the claim. Trooper was the lowest rank in the Australian armed forces, but Anselm knew that when it came to the SAS that didn’t have much, if any, impact on either the skill or experience of the man in question. All enlisted members of the Australian Special Air Service Regiment (SASR) started as `Trooper’, no matter their previous rank in whatever unit they served in, so it was entirely likely that Tavish was indeed one of the best.

Anselm, however, had seen Abdallah Amir pull off too many impossibilities to feel overconfident at the moment. Abdallah was, perhaps, not as good as the `best’, but he was smart and he had had time to plan. Maybe they would get a communication link working, maybe they wouldn’t, Anselm couldn’t say, but he wasn’t going to rely on it until it was proven.

“Before we lost the network we saw that they were assembling people in these places here,” He said aloud, highlighting several points on the large top-down image of the facility. “Gwen tells me that these are the common areas for town gatherings and large parties. Sort of large indoor-outdoor parks.”

Malcolm nodded, looking at the individual schematics of each area on a smaller screen. “Looks wide open, not much cover in there.”

“Agreed,” Anselm replied, “I’ve been inside a couple times myself, and in some areas there’s nothing for dozens of meters to cover movement.”

“What’s this” A Trooper asked, pointing to a computer colored green area.

“That’s the fields,” Gwen replied, tapping out a command to bring the area up on the large screen. “They grow food for export there.”

“What kind of plants” Malcolm asked, leaning forward.

“Here Mostly strawberry plants.”

“Hmmm.” The Major hummed uncertainly before crooking a wry grin, “Gotta say, that’ll be a new one on me. What do you think, Mac”

The trooper who had asked about the fields frowned, shaking his head. “Don’t rightly know, Major. We have any live images of them”

The last question was directed to Inspector Dougal, who immediately leaned to her computer, finally coming up with a tourist pamphlet that showed people walking through the fields. “This do”

The trooper nodded absently, rubbing his chin. “Oh, aye, that’ll do.”

After a moment of contemplation, Malcolm prodded him, “So”

“Workable, Major. Workable.” Trooper Mackenzie said, nodding, then he smiled suddenly, “Not perfect though, and I’m gonna get red stains all over me Gillie.”

Major Malcolm chuckled, “Just so you make sure that they’re nothing but berry stains, Mac.”

“Too right, Major.”

“Sniping from a strawberry bush,” Malcolm shook his head, rolling his eyes. “What’s next”

Mac just shrugged, still grinning, “Least I won’t get hungry, Sir.”

“Can it, Mac.”

Anselm shook his head, lifting a hand up, “Look, this is all fun and everything, but we can’t mount an assault on these people, Major.”

The Major raised an eyebrow, smiling slightly, “Oh Weren’t you planning something similar when we walked in”

Anselm flushed, but shook his head, “No actually. I was thinking about finding Abdallah and blowing his head off.”

Malcolm quieted, nodded for a moment, “That’s one possible move. You think they’ll fall apart without the head”

“No, probably not, I’m afraid,” Anselm admitted, “But I didn’t have anything better.”

“Well you do now,” Malcolm told him, “We’ve got a twelve man SAS team, and six of your Interpol Special Tactics men and women as well. With yourself, and the Inspector if she’s willing, that’s twenty trained fighters. Ten times the force you had before we arrived. At least.”

The major’s men chuckled at the wry inflection the SAS man put into his words when he said the words `at least’, leaving no doubt that they felt it was a good deal higher than `ten times’.

Actually, Anselm wasn’t inclined to argue that point. The Special Tactics and Response Team alone multiplied his available forces by several times more than the numbers would indicate, the Australian SAS men would be even better, but there were times when Quantity overruled Quality, and he very much feared that this might be one of them.

“Major, the opposition has at least sixty men, probably a great deal more,” Anselm said, “They are deployed in unknown locations, with unknown armaments.stop me if you think I’m wrong to worry about this.”

“Agent, this is what we do,” Malcolm told the Interpol man, just a little more confident than he actually was.

He was Special Air Service, literally the best of his country’s military, which meant that Ian Malcolm wasn’t an idiot. He saw the odds as clearly as Agent Gunnar did, but he also saw the consequences of not acting. If what the Interpol man was telling him was true, and he had no reason to doubt it as yet, they didn’t have much choice.

Ten thousand plus citizens of his nation were under the thumb of a psychotic.

The lives of twelve of their protectors would be a small price to pay if it even bought those men, women, and children just a little more time for the cavalry to arrive.

*****

The rooftop of the police station was less than three stories off the ground level, but that was around the average that the three SAS soldiers noted in the other buildings around them as they quickly setup a watch that covered the streets around them.

Sergeant Mickey Franks eyed the skyline around them while troopers Teal and Johnson quickly surveyed the roads. The buildings were unusually squat for any modern city, though the architecture was certainly what one might refer to as `modern practical’. It made for good views all around, despite the low level of their vantage point.

The one stark, riveting sight was, of course, the enormous tower that absolutely ruled the vista to the north. It’s checkerboarded mass simply climbed so high into the sky that Franks had to crane his head back to see where the top of it was obscured by a thin mist. He’d been born only a few hundred miles away from the tower facility, and came home every year for his holidays like clockwork, but had never bothered to come see the `wonder of the world’ that was on his doorstep.

It was too bad he hadn’t, he decided then. The tower deserved better than to be viewed as a target, he thought.

“Hey, Sarge”

“What is it, Teal” He turned to see where the Trooper was kneeling by the edge of the building, waving him over.

“You better come see this,” Teal told him, nodding down into the street. “Looks like we’ve got five tangos coming this way.”

Franks frowned, but hurried over to the edge of the roof, dropping into a crouch as he approached it so that he wouldn’t present too much of a silhouette to those below. He looked down and his frown deepened when he saw the group of five men hurrying up the steps of the police station, weapons clearly visible in their hands.

“Shit,” He muttered, touching his hand to his ear/throat radio, “Major, you’ve got trouble coming your way.”

There was no response but static.

“Major Major!”

“Bleedin hell,” Sergeant Franks cursed, pivoting on the balls of his feet, waving the other man over, “We’re being jammed. Johnson!”

“Sarge”

“Get your ass down there and warn the Major he’s got trouble coming in the front door!”

*****

The five men, led by Rico Marks, a former citizen of Argentina, marched together up the stone steps that marked the front of the Tower City PD. They’d drawn their weapons as they reached the police lot, the streets around them empty, there was no reason to hide.

“Alright guys, remember, we hit the two cops then get out of here.”

The others grunted in agreement, a couple of them smiling a little too much for Rico’s taste. He had no love for cops himself, having grown up in a community which might charitably be referred to as a `ghetto’ by some nations, he’d been considered less than human by those in authority and had striven to survive their attentions as much as the knives and guns of his peers. He did worry a bit about those who drew too much enjoyment from it, though. Not because they shouldn’t enjoy their work, he did after all, but because excessive enjoyment often led to uncontrolled repeat actions, and those were dangerous.

“No worries, Rico,” One of the men grinned as they reached the heavy doors at the front of the station. “This is gonna be fun.”

“Yeah. Right.” Rico shook his head, “Let’s do this.”

*****

Major Malcolm and Agent Gunnar were pouring over the schematics of the tower facility, looking for entrance points, when the doors at the far end of the large conference room suddenly burst open.

Around them were two teams of highly trained and, at the moment, jumpy soldiers and police officers who took immediate exception.

The SAS and Interpol men snapped around, their pistols practically jumping into their hands even as the doors smashed into the walls and the five men crossed through it with weapons in their hands. The men in question had a few seconds to stare in betrayed shock as they saw themselves looking down the barrels of fourteen guns, then one of them made the mistake of pulling the trigger on his Type 99 Assault rifle.

The single 6mm round went wide, the man’s surprise ruining his aim, and the response was instant and lethal. Fourteen powerful handguns roared, firing 4.6mm and 5.7mm projectiles, riddling the five men in an instant of roaring chaos.

In the aftermath of the violence, the echos of the firearms still ringing in their ears, Major Malcolm and Agent Anselm turned to look at each other in disbelief.

“What kind of frigging genius tries to stick up a police station” Malcolm asked in disbelief.

Anselm curled his lips up dryly, shaking his head, “I expect that they were here for Gwen and I.”

“Ah.” The Major nodded, “Yes.”

The two men shook their heads just as Trooper Johnson came skidding around a corner, his own gun in hand, “Major! There’s five guys coming.ah.right then. Never mind.”

Malcolm looked over at the man, piercing him with a dry glare and Johnson swallowed, jerking his thumb over his shoulder.

“I’ll just be going back up to the roof then.” He said, walking backwards. “Uh.Major”

“Yes Johnson”

“We’re being Jammed, Sir.”

“We know, Johnson.” Malcolm said, “Go tell Sergeant Franks that we’re clear.”

“Right Sir.”

Malcolm watched the man retreat, then shook his head.

“Damn it, alright, Jenks! Cal! Clear those bodies and barricade that damned door. Pauly, you take whoever you need and secure all the doors to this place and set up a perimeter watch.”

“Yes Sir!”

“And someone go tell Tavish that I want my radio!!,” Then the Major turned back to Anselm and Gwen, “Now let’s figure out what the hell we’re going to do about this mess.before someone else shows up and disturbs us.”

The two cops nodded, Gwen’s eyes roving over to the bodies at the door as the two SAS men began to clear them away.

“Yeah.” She said softly, “Wouldn’t want that, now would we”

Malcolm smiled wryly, but pointed her attention back to the schematics of the tower facility. “Do you know where we might find an expert on these Someone we could trust”

She opened her mouth to speak, then paused and grimaced. “Major.I don’t know who to trust anymore.”

He nodded grimly, noting that Agent Gunnar was also nodding in agreement.

“Right. Well then, we’ll have to make do. We know they’ll guard the usual entrances, monorail, vehicle.. How about around the edge

“It’s mostly open,” Gwen said seriously, “but it’s quite a hike from here if we don’t use any of the main entrances.”

“Hikes we can handle,” Major Malcom said thoughtfully, “But what about cover”

“None to speak of between the edge of the greenhouse and the city.”

“Now that could be a problem,” he sighed, “alright. Another problem, what can we do once we get inside That might affect how we plan to get there.”

“I’ve been thinking about this,” Anselm replied, pointing to a section of the schematic. “What about shattering the glass around the inner ring That should short circuit the process, keep the hot air from being focused in the tower”

Malcolm nodded, but frowned, “I see where you’re going, but it’ll still distribute the virus. Can we predict how much altitude it’ll get If we have prevailing winds pushing this toward a major city, I think we’ll be in the same boat.and if it still reaches the Jetstream we might actually spread it further.”

“I’m not sure,” Anselm admitted with a sigh, “But I think that we should consider it, at least if the winds look favorable.”

“Maybe,” Malcolm conceded, turning to Gwen, “Any idea what the material in use there is”

“Carbon fibre reinforced plexiglass,” She told him, “same as the entire facility.”

“Lovely,” He sighed, shaking his head. “Just this side of indestructible.”

Gwen nodded in agreement, “It has to be, just in case of severe storms.”

“Perfect,” Malcolm muttered, “Alright.we have some blasting compound, but if we use that in the wrong place it’ll bring every Tango for miles right down on top of us.”

“There’s another problem,” Gwen put in, shaking her head.

“Oh”

“That inner ring is almost two hundred acres of glass,” She told the group grimly.

There was a moment of silence as the group were confronted with the sheer scale of the project facility, and Ian Malcolm shook his head. “We didn’t bring that much compound.”

Anselm chuckled harshly, “Major, if you had, I’d be worried.”

The men grinned a bit at that, but shook it off quickly, the situation was a little too grim for anything more than a moment’s levity among them.

“Before we can make any hard plans, we’re going to need to talk with HQ, but let’s keep getting thing laid.” Malcolm was cut off by a portable on a nearby desk humming against the polished surface. He looked up, and around, and frowned, “I thought our portables were jammed”

Anselm automatically checked for his own, but it was in place, and then he remembered where he had gotten that particular device.

“I think we may have a line to the outside world after all,” He said, picking up the computer and flipping it open. “Agent Gunnar here.”

*****

Natalie Cyr sighed in relief when the calm voice answered the portable, and she nodded at the screen while allowing a very slight smile at the Agent. “I’m very glad to hear your voice, Agent Gunnar. When we lost the computer link, we got a little worried.”

Anselm Gunnar nodded in return, “We have a bit of fun here, but we’re still operating. The STRT unit arrived, and they brought along some help. We’ve got a twelve man SASR team here as well.”

Natalie closed her eyes and let out a whistling breath, genuinely smiling, “That’s good news.”

“Here’s the bad,” Gunnar went on grimly, “We’ve lost network connection, radios are jammed, and Abdallah has begun luring people into the tower facility. The clock is running down, Madam Cyr.”

She grimaced, but nodded, “Alright. Keep the portable close, Agent Gunnar. I’m going to sound the mother of all alarms.”

“I’ve been hoping someone would,” Anselm smiled grimly.

“I’ll be back to you shortly, Agent.” She promised. “Just hang tight.”

“We’re hanging here alright,” Gunnar replied dryly, “just rather not be hanging by our necks.”

“I’ll do what I can to cut you down,” She half smiled, nodding at his dry humor, then disconnected the satellite link before reaching over and opening a direct link to the DCI’s office. “Carl, it just hit the fan. You better call the Aussies and the President, we’ve got the beginnings of a damned nightmare about to kick off.”

*****

The first of the Chinese Type 105 Anti-aircraft weapons rumbled out of the garage, wrapped in tarps and towed behind the powerful, and locally illegal, diesel engine trucks. Abdallah had carefully mapped out their positions, ordering his men to set them up in the city at key points where they could be tied into a unified command network.

Above him, mounted along the outside of the tower about a hundred meters up, Abdallah knew that his people were installing the central control radar for the Skyguard system that would be their primary layer of defense against the military air threat that would come.

In one way, the number of people left in the city would actually work in his favor, Abdallah realized as he pondered what was to come. The air units that would arrive first could do little more than deposit infantry troops, because if they tried to assault the anti-aircraft units that were moving out now, they would risk killing hundreds or thousands of their own citizens.

The umbrella he was building against air incursion would force them to land dozens of miles out in the desert and walk or drive in, giving his men the advantage from where they held the only high ground that existed.

Abdallah smiled slightly, imagining the chaos that was about to erupt, knowing that what happened locally was only a small, minuscule part of what he was sowing to the world.

*****

“He’ll have the tower manned, Sir.”

Malcolm looked up, noting Trooper Mackenzie as the man approached. “Have something to add”

“The tower is high ground sir,” Mackenzie told him simply.

“I was thinking the same thing, Mac.”

“Pardon” Anselm looked confused.

“The tower is high ground,” Mac repeated, “If this Abdallah fellow has any military mind at all, he’ll be using that to his advantage.”

“He’s right,” Malcolm agreed, “In fact, our man Abdallah, holds a rather enviable position from some standpoints. He’s got high ground, surrounding an area with no cover to speak of.With the right forces he could hold off any ground assault with a lot less than parity in forces.”

“Air attack will still nail his ass, Sir.” Mackenzie said simply.

“No.I don’t think so, Mac. We can’t just call in an airstrike on a hundred thousand civilians.” Malcom said, shaking his head, “I think he’s going to be a right bitch to dig out of there.”

Anselm scowled, “Somehow, I think that’s the understatement of the decade, Major.”

Malcolm nodded, but was distracted from replying when Trooper Tavish appeared around a corner, yanking a fiber optic cable out of the wall with gusto.

“Hey!” Gwen yelped, “What are you doing!”

“Sorry,” The Trooper said over his shoulder as he gave it another pull, detaching it from a network connection buried deep inside, “We didn’t bring enough cable to run from the roof, and the short range RF systems are all being jammed.”

“This is coming out of my salary, I can just see it,” Gwen moaned softly.

The men and women of the SAS and Interpol STRT teams chuckled, but Malcolm just nodded back to the schematics.

“Alright, now focus people. We’ve got to figure out a way to get those people out of danger, and we have to do it fast,” He told them, “We’ve got thousands of people going to die inside unless we move quickly, and maybe even if we move quickly. Let’s not let that number grow for no reason, ok”

“Right Major,” Anselm said, noting a system highlighted in the tower and pointing to it, “Gwen, any idea what this is”

She shook her head, but one of the Interpol STRT team came forward and tapped a query into the system quickly.

“Fire extinguishers.” He said after a moment, “See There’s the legend.”

“Fire extinguishers A klick up in the sky” Mackenzie asked, frowning. “What for There’s no offices up there or anything.”

“It’s a safety requirement,” Gwen said after a moment, “National guidelines. People have to work up there, and the tourist overlook means that fire laws have to be obeyed.”

“But why water” The Interpol man, an officer named Pierre Suvole, asked in confusion. “These legend says that the tower facility uses Halon gas everywhere else.”

“Not everywhere,” Gwen pointed out, “In all the interior offices. You can’t use that kind of gas system in the tower because the halon gas would just be pushed up and out before it did any good. The Tower does provide a near constant supply of oxygen rich air from below, blowing straight up at thirty-five kilometers per hour.”

“That’s very interesting and all,” Malcolm interrupted, “But it’s not relevant to our purposes. Let’s focus on the ground people.”

“Hang on, Major,” Gwen said slowly, “We may have something here.”

Everyone turned to look at her, perplexed expressions on their faces.

“Pardon What”

“Just something I remember,” Gwen smiled apologetically, “The facility isn’t the only Tower system ever conceived.There’s another type.and I think we may have a way to prevent the release of the gas into the upper atmosphere at least.”

“How,” Anselm, Malcolm, and at least two others asked together.

“We reverse the flow.” She said.

They blinked.

“Excuse me” Anselm asked, more than a little incredulous. “Didn’t the Director tell me that it was impossible I didn’t hear you arguing then.”

“He told you that you couldn’t simply stop the flow, and he’s right.”Gwen told them,” But if I’m right, we can reverse the flow.”

“Let me be absolutely certain I understand what you’re saying, Inspector,” Malcolm put in, “You’re telling me that we can turn this blower tower into.what A suction system How”

“We turn on the fire sprinklers. All of them.”

“I fail to see.”

“Major,” Gwen held up her hand, “Please, trust me enough to hear me out. The air that is rising up the tower is warm and slightly moist, at least compared to the ambient atmosphere, but it’s not saturated. If we spray cold water into it, that water will moisten the air and cool it. And cold, wet air, doesn’t rise. It falls.”

“Jesus, Major.She’s right.” One of the SAS men put in, “She’s talking Wind Shear.”

The Major paused at that, his mind abruptly switching tracks as two magic words were stated. He knew Wind Shear, everyone who spent time in the skies either did know, or damned well should know, about the dangers of wind shear.

When a storm front clashed with a high pressure zone the cold rain was absorbed into the warm dry air of the front, causing it to suddenly and rapidly drop. The result was a dangerous zone of sudden downward winds that could swat an airplane, or an SAS man riding a para-foil, right from the skies. If it could be applied to the tower, they could possibly contain any outbreak to Tower City alone, maybe even to the facility.

“Will it work” He asked, frowning, trying to work it out in his head.

“It’ll work if the water keeps up, Major,” Inspector Dougal promised him, “The Israelis were planning on building a tower based on that very principle, they just had other worries side tracking them.”

“Alright,” He nodded, “Jack,”

“Sir” A blond man looked up.

“Get into the tower specs we’ve got here, give me the full details on her fire systems. If they’re up to the job, we’ve got us a containment plan.”

“Yes Sir.”

Officer Suvole raised a finger, “I’ll help out, I’m pretty decent with a database.”

“Alright,” The Major nodded, “Go to it.”

The two men nodded, then moved off to another terminal where they started to pull up more information from the depths of the computers.

Major Malcolm frowned as he checked the schematics again, then shifted the focus on the screen to the exterior facility and the twenty-five thousand acres of territory in which the terrorists could hold their hostages, or hide from any hunters looking for them.

“In the meantime,” He looked around, “We need to work out hostage rescue and a way to prevent Abdallah from releasing the virus.”

“Major!”

Malcolm twisted in his seat, “What is it, Tavish”

“We’ve got Comms!”

*****

“Get me those supplies over to the blackhawks now goddamn it!” The man with the Lieutenant Colonel Brevets growled over the sound of the rotor wash, waving some men by as the base around him buzzed in a state of controlled chaos.

“Colonel!”

“What is it, Corporal!” He yelled again, cupping an ear against the noise and leaning into the other man’s personal space.

“The Old Man wants you in his office!”

“What! Now!” The colonel couldn’t believe it, “I’m in the middle of a rush deployment here!”

“Now, Colonel!” The Corporal yelled back nodding, “Major Malcolm just called in!”

The Colonel cursed, turning on his heal without another word and double timing it out of the loading area and back toward the base. He grabbed a Sergeant on the way, hooking the black man’s uniform by the shoulder and yanking him close enough so they could hear each other over the roar of rotors, engines, and hydraulic pumps.

“Get these birds loaded, McKenna!” He growled, “I’ll be back ASAP.”

“You got it Colonel!” The Sergeant nodded, saluting him, and the Colonel let go of his uniform and clapped him on the shoulder as he took off again.

“You heard the Colonel!” Sergeant McKenna yelled over the rotor wash as he strode into the man’s wake, “Get these Hawks loaded!”

Crossing the compound to the Officers HQ took only a couple minutes and a Land Rover `borrowed’ from a passing Private, leaving Lt Colonel Pierson a few quick moments to roughly brush away the dust and dirt from his fatigues in a most likely vain hope of also beating away some of the diesel fumes that tended to cling to a man’s hair, clothes, and skin.

The secretary, a female Warrant Officer Class One, waved him right in without saying anything or giving him the chance to even present himself. Inside, the Brigadier was talking earnestly into his phone as he nodded and waved Pierson in from over his computer screens.

“Hang on, Major,” Brigadier Genalde said quickly, “Colonel Pierson just walked in, I’m switching over to parley.

Genalde pressed a button, shifting the conversation over to a combination data-sharing/conference mode the military simply called `Parley’, and Major Malcolm’s voice instantly came over the link.

“.right, Brigadier, Sir.”

“Alright, Son,” Genalde said grimly, “You’re on with the Colonel and I, why don’t you go over it again”

“Yes Sir,” Malcolm said over the link, “We have a confirmed terrorist incident brewing here, Colonel. I’ve already told the Brigadier the details, so I’ll just give you an overview if that’s alright”

“Are the details logged into our computers” Pierson asked quickly.

“That’s affirmative, Colonel.” Genalde assured him.

“Well then, that will be fine, Major.”

“Well Sir, it looks like an unknown number of Tangos in possession of a biological that they apparently intend to use. Confirmed numbers are now in excess of sixty tangos, and estimated to be considerably higher. Weapons and equipment are unknown, however they are well dug in to the local infrastructure.”

“Do we have a threat assessment of the biological” Pierson asked grimly, noting that the Major’s information was slightly more defined than that which had come down from the brass when they ordered him and his teams up.

“Exact numbers are theoretical, but we’re looking at a worst case scenario of sixty to eighty percent fatality locally, plus the potential of Global delivery of the Vector.”

That caught Pierson’s attention.

“Could you say again, Major.”

“I say again, potential exists for global delivery. The Tower here creates a thermal plume which extends into the Jetstream. If the biological reaches the Jetstream, it will be delivered on an easterly vector at four hundred plus KPH.”

Pierson’s eyes flickered up to look at the Brigadier, wondering if this was a training mission after all. It sounded a little too fantastical to be real somehow. Genalde just nodded once, in grim agreement with the Major’s assessment.

“Understood, Major. I am deploying with my team in twenty minutes. That’s Two Zero minutes. Expect us to arrive to provide backup and support in less than one hour. Confirm, please.”

“That’s confirmed, Colonel. One Hour.”

“Can you hold on”

“We dare, Colonel.” Malcolm responded instantly, referencing the SASR motto of `Who Dares Wins’.

“Very good, Major. We’re coming in.”

“We’ll be waiting.”

*****

“The Australians are denying our flight permission to cross over into their Air Space, Ma’am.”

Natalie Cyr grimaced, shaking her head as she spoke into the secured phone line. “Alright, I’m on my way up.”

“What do I do about the teams”

“Nothing. Get them in the air on schedule.” She ordered flatly. “I’ll handle this.”

“Yes Ma’am.”

She slammed the receiver down, taking a few seconds to grab up one of the anachronistic folders full of actual paper files from her desk, along with her own personal portable computer, and then pushed her way out of her office with her shoulder to the door as she balanced the load in her hand.

In the hall she had to dodge other analysts as they scuttled around the high traffic hallways of the Central Intelligence Agency’s Headquarters in Langley Virginia, nimbly dodging analysts assigned to desks from around the world who had been called in when the security threat for the entire planet had been raised to red in response to the developing situation in Australia.

It wouldn’t be the first time that one large scale terrorist event was used to trigger a cavalcade of similar actions.

She shoved her way into the DCI’s office without knocking, mostly because she couldn’t with her arms full, and caught him as he was hanging up the phone.

“Carl.”

“Way ahead of you, Natalie,” He held up his hand, “I’ve been on the line with the Foreign Affairs people and the Aussies aren’t budging. They’re claiming that it’s their internal security, and their responsibility to handle it.”

“Damn it, Sir, we can’t take chances with this one.”

“I’m aware of that,” He told her, “But they’ve got a point here. The event is happening on their sovereign territory, and I can understand them not wanting to start inviting a foreign military force in on it. Even if we are allies.”

She grimaced, but she understood the Australian’s point of view. To be sure, if the event were occurring in Texas, the odds of the American government allowing a Soviet, or even British, air attack unit to enter and deal with the situation was almost exactly zero. So she just nodded as she dumped the files on the DCI’s desk and slumped into one of his visitor’s chairs.

“I still have the team scrambling.” She said after a moment, while he looked at her with some amusement.

“Good,” He told her with a wry smile, “In the meantime.what’s all this”

“The hard copy results of Agent Gunnar’s database check of the locals against Interpol and our databases.” She told him grimly, “It’s not good.”

He looked at the thick sheaf of papers and grimaced, “I can see that. You’d better send the Digital copies over to the Aussies, though.”

“Just did.” She said with a tired smile, “right before I got the call.”

He nodded, “Alright then.”

“I also directed a full copy to Agent Gunnar via the Consulate Portable Comp.” She told him before hesitating, “and finally.I unlocked the consulate computer for him.”

Carl Severson’s eyes widened and his lips pursed in a low whistle, “Damn. You’re not into the half measures, are you Natalie”

“Didn’t seem like the time,” She admitted tiredly.

“No.probably not, but.damn.”

The two Intelligence Agents nodded in tired agreement to the statement as both of them considered the events evolving half a world away and wondered if even full measures were going to be enough.

*****

“Alright, that’s it.” Malcolm said wearily, “We’re to hold on and wait for reinforcements.”

Anselm Gunnar grimaced, but nodded. Realistically it was their only solution of the moment. They had sketched out a containment plan to use the fire sprinklers in the tower, and had also worked out a two pronged hostage rescue plan that had the potential to at least get some of the several thousand hostages clear of the facility, but the fact was they were entirely too underpowered and undermanned to open serious operations.

The one thing that they could do, and Anselm wanted to do, was try to infiltrate a team to capture or, if necessary, kill Abdallah Amir. Cutting the head off the serpent might not end the threat, but it would at least throw some confusion into the body and buy them some time, perhaps.

The problem was that any preemptive move at this point would alert the terrorists and place them on a higher alert. An alert that could kill a lot of the incoming soldiers if Abdallah and his men had purchased Surface to Air Missiles as part of their terrorist grab bag.

“Colonel Pierson will be coming with a contingent of regular army in five Black Hawks within the hour.” Malcolm informed them, “With Chinooks to deliver light armor and command vehicles, we should have a striking force setup here in an hour and a half.”

“Once they come in, we can’t hesitate,” Anselm said, speaking from the experience of too many dead faces lost to bombings throughout Europe. “He’ll deploy the virus fast then, if he hasn’t already.”

The men nodded grimly.

“We know.” Malcolm said quietly. “They’re also bringing full biohazard gear for us and the strike team.”

Gwen looked around, “What about the people in there”

No one really wanted to answer her.

*****

“Be careful with that you damned fool!”

The man winced as Amir snapped, holding the metal canister carefully in both hands as he set it on the rolling tray. “Yes, Amir.”

“Those canisters are more valuable than you!” Amir growled, his normal calm beginning to fray around the edges as the stress and tensions continued to ratchet upward without hint of release.

“Yes Amir.”

The terrorist leader waved the cowering man out, letting him push the tray along with its lethal cargo out of the room while he oversaw the next one being set up. The gas containing the virus had to be released within the crowded parts of the tower to have maximum effect because there was no real central air within the entire facility, and if it was wasted in the wrong place then the Tower would whisk the virus up and into the thermal plume where it would be dispersed uselessly in the atmosphere.

Certainly, a few people across the world might come down with the illness, but there simply wasn’t a high enough concentration in the canisters themselves to achieve a truly worthwhile effect. The beauty of the tower delivery system was that it could pump the virus in a constant stream, for as long as the human factories continued to survive and pump the little nasties out.

Simply removing each canister from storage was a complicated task because each one had to be checked for potency in case the seal had failed since he’d placed them there and exposed the virus to the open air. Once in the air, the carbon nanotubes used to slow the virus down would automatically begin to break down as they’d been designed, leaving the virus to starve to death in the absence of suitable hosts.

So far they’d been luck, Amir supposed, and only lost two of the canisters. Handling the things was slow, even afterwards however, due to the superstitious fear that his men held for the deadly payload in each.

He had already developed and administered an appropriate vaccine for the disease, of course, however the fear of the disease still remained, and rightly so. Even if the disease didn’t kill them, the radiated carbon nanotubes would if they breathed them in. So time was of the essence, but things moved frustratingly slowly even so.

“Amir!”

The terrorist grimaced, clenching his fists as he pulled them away from one of the canisters before turning around.

“What!”

The messenger fell back a step from the glare, but met Amir’s gaze with a pasty expression.

“The spotters on the tower, Amir, they’ve seen movement on the horizon.”

Abdallah Amir nodded grimly.

“So they’re coming.” He said finally, “Very well. You! Take over here!”

“Y.yes Amir.” Another man said shakily.

“And you,” He pointed to the messenger, “Help them.”

The man looked stricken, but nodded. “Y.yes Amir.”

Then Abdallah Amir strode out of the converted freezer room and headed for the makeshift Combat Command and Control Center they had wired into the subterranean facility below them.

He walked into the room a few minutes later, noting immediately that the men had finished setting up the rough command post, linking the computers into the wall screens that adorned the room. Overall it looked like something out of the Hollywood movies he’d stopped watching when he left the United States, sleek and sophisticated, though he knew that the equipment he could control from this room was neither.

That was fine, though. Sophistication was one way to solve a problem, perhaps even the ideal way, but it wasn’t the only way. Sometimes hard and direct was the best way, and he could do hard and direct with the equipment he’d purchased from the Chinese.

The Radar equipment they had mounted about three hundred meters up the tower, along the braces used for maintenance, was based off the second generation Chinese equivalent to the American Navy’s Aegis system. While it wasn’t quite up to par with even the last generation American equipment, it would suffice to do the job Amir had for it, and he nodded in approval as he observed the system checks that read out clear.

“Where are they” He asked, stopping at a desk setup in the center of the room, eyes on the screens though they were all still showing no contacts.

“Seventy miles out, Amir. Less than half an hour at their maximum speed.” The technician in charge said, coming to stand beside him, “We are following them through spotters on the observation lookout.”

He nodded, “The Radar”

“Still powered down, but prepared for use.”

“Excellent.”

With the radar powered down and all motion being observed and measure with passive rangefinders from the top of the tower, there was no way the approaching aircraft could possibly know what they were flying into. The element of surprise would only be his once, of course, but he would make it count.

“Are the anti-aircraft guns in position” He asked softly, as though someone might hear him.

“Oh, yes Amir.” The technician smiled, “They are on the map as red points in the city.”

Abdallah Amir looked over at the map, noting the red dots listed at the various strategic points through the city and his smile quirked slightly as he remembered something from his childhood. “Why are the points red”

The technician shrugged, “It is a Chinese System, Amir. Red is their national color.”

“Ah.” He smiled slightly, understanding the cultural difference. He wondered if the average Chinese designer knew, or would even care, if they knew that the red color was reserved for the `bad guys’ in the American lexicon For himself, it rather suited his mood, so he didn’t really care much what the American’s thought. If he was the bad guy, he’d strive to be the best `bad guy’ he could be.

“With your permission, Amir,” The technician said softly, rousing him from his thoughts, “I will hold out fire until they are within two kilometers.”

He nodded, “Agreed.”

Amir shifted slightly, his lips twitching as he watched the screens for a few more minutes. “How long”

“Almost half an hour, Amir.” The technician said again, his voice very calm.

Amir nodded, shaking his arms slightly. He wasn’t used to this, the waiting. A half hour, it seemed like each second passing was twice that. Was this what the Americans felt, waiting for his attacks in Afganistan He didn’t like it, Amir decided. He preferred to be the one on the offensive, striking at will on his schedule. Being bound to someone else’s felt.wrong.

A few more moments passed, and he found himself looking at the clock.

“How far are they now”

Damn it!

“About sixty five kilometers, Amir.”

Abdallah nodded, despising himself for asking the stupid question. Where was his vaunted patience now He’d laid plans for over a decade, telling his men to be patient, enjoy the wait, the savor of anticipation, and now here he was fidgeting like an amateurish fool.

He closed his hands over the edge of the desk and made himself hold still as he waited for the reports from the spotters above him.

*****

“Satellite imagery coming up, Ma’am.”

Natalie Cyr nodded, just watching as the NRO bird twisted into position over the city, picking up the spire of the tower first as it was tasked into position, expending some of the most expensive fuel in history to move the tactical bird over a position that no one had ever really considered it would have to look.

The desert surrounding the city and tower were calm, almost glowing with a reddish tint to the dust of the outback as the sun began it’s descent from the noon hour apex. The local weather looked to be calm and peaceful, as though nature was hoping to dissuade the events unfolding by example.

There was little chance of that, Natalie knew, and even as she though that she could see the blue triangular icons that denoted the Australian Army Black Hawk Helos as they made their approach. They were within ten kilometers now, and closing fast on a speedy approach to off load their troops and cargo in a hurry, before popping back up to provide close air support and medical services, if needed.

Behind them were the slower CH-47F Chinook heavy lifters, carrying more troops as well as light armor for the operation.

The city seemed incredibly quiet on the screen, the look down camera on the satellite showing no one in the streets, and that suddenly struck her as odd.

Could the terrorist have moved that many people into the power facility already

It didn’t seem possible.

“Do we have thermal yet” She asked softly, frowning.

“Yes Ma’am. Overlay on your screen.”

She turned to her smaller screen and watched as the thermal overlay came up, showing heat sources throughout the city. Obviously they weren’t all in the power facility yet, but they did seem to be staying off the streets. Most probably, the word had started to go out. It was a small place, as cities went, and probably fairly close knit as well.

They knew something was wrong.

Maybe.

Natalie was still pondering that when everything went to hell.

*****

“Now.”

The order was simple, yet its effect was utterly incredible.

With that one command, the huge phased array and IBIS type Radar arrays began sucking juice from the power facility, actually blacking out the cities that depending on the facility for their power use. They took that power, and they sent it out into the sky.

Signals bounced back almost instantly, being sent right down to the computers in the very room that Abdallah now stood, and targets were identified and prioritized automatically by the Chinese threat identification software that had come with the system. There was nothing for his people to do as the Type 105 guns swung into action automatically, requesting the clearance to fire from the central computer.

Clearance was granted.

*****

“Here they come.”

Major Ian Malcolm nodded as he put the imagers to his eyes and watched the Army Black Hawks bank into a tight circle as they came around the tower facility, wide enough to avoid the green house skirt and the unpredictable thermals that came off the glass.

The Sikorsky AH-60 Black Hawk was one of the longest lived airframes in the Australian military, having been in service for just over forty years. The platform had been ordered by the United States military in the mid-seventies to replace the then legendary Bell UH-1 Iroquois, better known as the `Huey’, and had gone on to rack up a service legend at least as distinguished as its lofty predecessor.

The helicopters were rugged and tough, and were still among the very best utility helicopters in service, being used across the board by Search and Rescue, Military, and private organizations for the past forty decades. Even the US military, known to be finicky about staying on the cutting edge of anything that flies, wasn’t expected to complete their phase out of the Black Hawk for another three years.

To a soldier like Ian Malcolm, one of them cutting through the sky was the sound of the home bells ringing.

“Alright, get downstairs and tell the others to pack up,” He told Sergeant Franks, “We’ll hump it over to the LZ as soon as they touch down and.”

He was cut off by a roar of flame and sound as the lead Black Hawk went down.

*****

“What the hell was that!”

Colonel Pierson didn’t answer the shocked scream from beside him, he was too busy hanging on. When the lead helicopter went up, then down, his pilot threw the big chopper they were in into tight evasive maneuvers as he started cursing.

“What the hell is going on, Soldier!” Pierson yelled over the noise, leaning forward toward the pilot and co-pilot seats.

“We’re being targeted, Colonel!” The pilot yelled over his shoulder as he fired all the big chopper’s counter measures. “Lots of radar!!”

“What! That’s not possible! From where!”

“Can’t tell you that, Colonel! Don’t have time to check!”

Pierson cursed, though not loud enough to be heard over the roar of the chopper rotors, and grabbed one of the command screens and pulled the pivoting arm over his lap. The pilot may be too busy to check, but there was damned little else he could do in the meanwhile.

“I’m going to try to put her down, Colonel! Get on the ground, or in between some of those buildings!”

“Do it, Son!”

The chopper bucked as she dove for the deck, two others close in on her tail, and the pilot unloaded the last of their chaff and flares in the maneuver. He wasn’t sure it was going to fool the radar they had locked on to them, because the last time he’d seen something putting out as much power as his instruments were reporting was when they’d done exercises against a US Carrier group and he’d been painted by an Aegis Cruiser.

Still, he had to try.

*****

The Type 105 35mm anti-aircraft cannons, assigned the NATO code name of `Mongoose’, gave off a steady `chop chop’ sound as they fired in rapid sequence, tracking on computer control from the central radar mast mounted on the tower.

Above them another Black Hawk took several of the long and heavy rounds, blowing out its rear armor and it began venting black smoke as the projectiles perforated its engines, scattering metal shrapnel into the pistons.

The pilot managed to get his nose up out of the dive he was making, but that only gave the Mongoose a few more seconds to zero it in. Thirteen more rounds struck home in those few seconds, ripping the chopper to pieces. Two other Black Hawks made it under the Mongoose’ firing arc in the meantime, however, and vanished behind several buildings.

The Chinese cannon kept firing for a few seconds, ripping large holes in the soft target civilian buildings, then was retasked by the central command node to another target. It swung back up and around, settling its sights in on a Chinook that was carrying a Land Rover under its big belly.

Then the heavy `chop chop’ sounded again as the Mongoose opened up again.

*****

“Good lord.”

Natalie ignored the shocked whisper, instead turning to the closest analyst, “Lee!”

The mousy looking man stiffened, the shock of the sight on the screen bleeding away as he reacted to her voice. “Ma’am”

“I want to know what the hell just happened there, Lee. Who we have covered, but you find out what and where for me right the hell now!”

“Where ma’am” He blinked in confusion.

“Find me every weapon emplacement in that god damned city, Lee,” She told him grimly, “I don’t care what you have to do to get me that intel.”

“Yes Ma’am.”

She watched him hurry off, then turned back to the scene of flames and carnage on the downlooking satellite imagery. There were fires burning in a dozen places around the city, the heat signatures actually outshining the incredible thermal plume of the tower’s central core. Some of the Aussie Helos were still maneuvering, scrambling for the deck like mad as they tried to evade the fire from the ground.

“Got one!” someone yelled, focusing the image in on a gun emplacement that was revealed by a flash of fire through its camouflage.

“What is it!” Natalie asked sternly, hurrying over.

On the smaller version of the large wall screen there was a tight in look at the hidden gun and two analysts were chattering between each other as they pointed to the screen and argued with each other.

“Well!”

They started, looking over at her, then looked at each other guiltily. One nudged the other, and he nodded and stepped forward.

“They look like Mongoose 35mm guns, Ms Cyr,” He told her, “We’re just trying to decide if they’re equipped to fire the last generation smart rounds or not.”

“If they are”

He shrugged with a grimace, “Well then Ma’am, it’s a good news bad news kind of situation. Good news is, that they’re definitely not the new stuff the Chinese are using in their front line military. They’ve been moving over to Laser and SAM systems comparable to our first generation equipment from about ten years ago, which is probably why these found their way onto the market in the first place.”

“And the bad news”

“Bad news is that the Mongoose system can pretty much shoot down anything flying under fifteen thousand feet, no problem. The Chinese used it as a missile defense system for a long time before they caught up in laser technology and started fielding those units.”

“So what They can shoot down incoming missiles”

“Eighty to ninety five percent effective, Ma’am. Depending on the number of guns and power of their tracking radar.”

Natalie shook her head and turned away, muttering under her breath, “I’ve got to get more teams on tracking down the black market in military heavy arms.”

*****

“We’re gonna dig in, Colonel!” The pilot screamed, not looking back as he pushed the controls for the throttle and the collective wide open. “Strap in! Strap in!”

Colonel Pierson ignored the yelling, still furiously working on the computer terminal that was tied into what was left of his helo squadron, but he felt someone else grab the restraints from one side of him and haul them down hard, cinching him into his seat.

Around him the whine of the engine climbed hard as muttered curses and prayers underscored the insanity of their motion. Buildings flashed past him as he felt a sudden wrenching slam drive his spine up into his head, and the world just screamed.

The UH-60 punched down into the paved road surface, listing hard to one side as the forward landing gear buckled under the pressure and the armor of the bottom slammed into the road for an instant. Then the rising power of the cyclic kicked in and the Black Hawk was airborne again, engine whining against the background of war as the pilot worked the controls furiously.

He pivoted the helo around, banking hard to bleed off their momentum, and everyone felt themselves compressed again by the force as the big chopper came to a hovering halt in the middle of the street, buildings on either side covering them from radar and enemy fire.

Above them and off to the right a fireball lit up the sky as the AA guns found another target, and the pilot winced as a friend fell from the air.

“What’s our status, Captain!”

“We’re airborne and battle ready, Sir!” the pilot replied automatically, “We dug in pretty hard, I think we lost our front gear, but they build these suckers to last! Is everyone alright back there!”

“We’re good, son!,” The Colonel growled, “Just keep us that way!”

“You got it, Sir! I’m going to keep-Jesus Christ!”

The pilot’s cursing was punctuated by the sudden lurching motion of the chopper as he worked the pedals and cyclic again.

“What the hell is it, Captain!”

“Those guns are blowing the hell out of the buildings, Sir! Radar must still be tracking us! They’re trying to hit us right through the damned buildings!”

“Put us on the ground! Now!”

*****

Anselm and Gwen looked up, startled, when the Major and four of his men came busting through the central office, weapons out and faces lethally taught.

“We’re moving out! Colonel Pierson’s forces are under Anti-Aircraft fire!” Malcolm announced, grabbing up the closest large duffel and landing it on the next closest desk.

“What!” Anselm blurted in shock, looking around in confusion.

“You heard me, Interpol.” The Major replied, fishing an XM-90 Objective Infantry Rifle from the bag and a fistful of clips to go with it. “We’ve got men down in hostile territory, and we’re going to get them out of there.”

“Hostile territory!” Gwen yelped, watching as one of the SAS men began assembling an Objective Crew Served Weapon while another prepared the boxes of its 25mm explosive ammunition, “That’s my city out there!”

“Your city is now my battlefield, Inspector,” Major Malcolm said flatly, “I’ll do my best to limit collateral damages, but I’ve got a job to do now.”

“But.!”

Anselm grabbed Gwen’s shoulder, “He’s right, Gwen.”

“What!” She glared, spinning on him.

“If they’ve got anti-aircraft guns out there, this isn’t a police matter anymore, Gwen.” He told her grimly, “We’re way past police keeping. Where do you keep your riot gear”

“Riot.In the armory, downstairs.” She blinked, shaking her head. “What are.”

“Let’s go.” He told her firmly, taking her arm.

“But.explosives! In my city!”

“Come on,” He growled, nodding to the Lieutenant in charge of the Interpol STRT unit, “Greene, get your people prepped.”

“Yes Sir,” Green nodded, flicking a gesture to his men and woman. “We’ll be ready to go, Sir.”

Anselm nodded to him, then glanced back at Malcolm. “There is one problem, Major.”

“Oh, and what would that be, Interpol”

“The virus.” Anselm said grimly, “We don’t have time. We’ve got to stop them from deploying the virus.”

The SAS man grew rigid, his face freezing, “If you’re suggesting that we leave men down.”

“Major!” Anselm snapped, “They’ll all be infected too if the virus isn’t contained! The Tower isn’t exactly a secured lab!”

The Major looked away, his face a mask.

“They’re soldiers, Major. Like cops, they’ve got their duty and they’ll have to take their chances.” Anselm said softly, “It’s not nice, it’s not pretty, but we’ve got a major situation inside the tower right now. If that’s not dealt with first, a lot of people are going to die. Tell me that they wouldn’t tell you to do your job and let them handle theirs”

Malcolm pursed his lips in a grimace, but acknowledging the statement, but not denying it either.

“We’ll hit the tower, Major, initiate our containment plan,” Anselm said quietly, “Then we’ll do everything possible for those men. Deal”

Malcolm nodded slowly in response. “Deal, Agent Gunnar.”

*****

“Do we have the locations of those gun sites yet!”

“Yes Ma’am! The camouflage was well made, they used materials that are thermally consistent with the background, but we think we’ve found them all.”

“How sure”

“Say ninety percent,” was the answer. “It’s possible that they have sites that were not in range to strike at the Australian choppers, or maybe some portable ordinance and.”

“If you’re through covering your ass,” Natalie told the man coldly, holding out her hand, “Give me the information.”

“Uh.right. Here, Ma’am.” The man said, handing her a microdrive.

“Thank you,” She replied, turning on her heel and walking out.

A few moments later found her in the central communication room, sliding the microdrive into one of the networked systems.

“What do you have there, Natalie” Carl Severson asked as she opened a communications link to the Australian government and another to the consulate portable in Agent Gunnar’s hands.

“If we’re not going to be allowed to sit in on the game,” She said grimly, “I’m going to try a little backseat driving instead.”

*****

“This is the armory,” Gwen said tiredly, unlocking the cage with her badge ID.

Anselm nodded, pushing the door open, and walked into the small caged room. All the standard police weapons were lining the walls, shotguns, pistols, long rifles. Gear that had probably never seen use outside of the training range in this city, but was still kept on station because protocol demanded it.

There were times when he really loved protocol, Anselm decided. Not often, but there were times. He grabbed one of the two MP7s from the wall, checked it action, and nodded in satisfaction. “This will do.”

“Pete will be glad to hear that,” Gwen said dryly, eyeing the weapons with an equal mix of distrust and distaste. “He kept these weapons up like they were his religion.”

“Good man.” Anselm murmured, attaching a sling to the H&K machine pistol and pulling boxes of ammunition from the drawers under the weapon mounts. “Here, take the other one. You are checked out on this, right”

Gwen took the weapon gingerly, but nodded. “Yeah. I’m cleared on everything in here.”

“Good girl,” Anselm smiled, “Take an assault rifle too, I’ve got this.”

He was reaching for a Daewoo USAS-12A Assault Shotgun, designed by the Korean military establishment for police and paramilitary use, when the portable on his belt hummed and he paused, plucking it out and flicking it open.

“Gunnar here.”

“Agent, I’ve got some information for you,” Natalie Cyr told him grimly.

“I’m all ears.”

“I’ve given you access to the primary systems of the portable, Agent Gunnar, and I’m now uploading our latest intel on the gun positions around your area. Access the real time satellite imagery, and the software will automatically overlay the gun positions on the imagery.”

Anselm let out a long breath, then nodded. “Thank you, Ms Cyr.”

“Given the situation, Agent.” She smiled at him, “Just call me `Boss’.”

He snorted, shaking his head. “Sorry Ma’am, I don’t even call the Director `boss’.”

“How about Natalie then”

He nodded, “Alright. That I can do.”

“Good, Agent. Now I think you have some work to do.”






Chapter 9
“The military force is down, Amir.”

Abdallah nodded, satisfied with the results of the ambush he had laid for the Australian military, only really wishing that he’d been able to drop it on the Americans instead. Still, one didn’t always get what they wanted, and he would make do and be satisfied.

“Survivors”

“Some, at least, Amir,” The technician said apologetically. “Many of the helicopters managed to descend behind the cover of buildings.”

“Very well, have our men in the city find them, and kill them.”

*****

The Black Hawk Helo was listing heavily to the front and right, it’s forward landing gear decorating the asphalt a hundred and fifty meters down the road, forcing the men inside to jump to the ground as the brought their XM-90 rifles to their shoulders and swung around to secure their unlikely and unwanted landing zone while disembarking.

They fanned out quickly, putting distance between them and the chopper in case the enemy had mortars or genuine artillery positioned inside the city, and quickly secured the area as best they could while half their number ran the mortar risk and formed a human chain to unload the Black Hawk Helo.

Colonel Pierson checked around them as he ran for the side of a building, two soldiers covering him from either side, and tried to get a sense of his position in the city with little success. The massive spire of the tower vanished into the sky just to the East, so he could guess easy enough what side of the city they had gone down on, but for the moment he was having a hard time matching his location to the mental maps he’d tried to make.

“Our short range systems are being Jammed, Sir!”

Pierson nodded to the soldier, slapping him on the shoulder. “The Helo computer link was working fine, get a wire link run back to her systems.”

“Yes Sir!”

The Soldier quickly dropped the hard cases with the portable command systems and whipped his hand around in the air a couple times. “Give me some fibre over here!”

Pierson left them to it as another soldier sprinted over with a spool of nearly thread thin fibreoptic wire, and turned to the closest Lieutenant. “Get me spotters on the rooftops here, here, and over there! I’m going to need an inventory of what we’ve got with us, and all the men who survived the attack as soon as we get a link to the other Helo computers! Move it, son!”

“Yes Sir!”

The Lieutenant ran off, grabbed a Sergeant and a couple Corporals, and started snapping orders. Pierson left him to it, and just grabbed another young man by the shoulder of his BDUs, this one a lowly trooper. The Colonel didn’t care much about rank at the moment anyway.

“Son, you see that big bastard of a tower over there,” He asked the kid, pointing to the East.

“Sir! Yes Sir!”

“Good, I want you to get up on one of these buildings and put an eyeball to that bugger. Somewhere there they’ve got a radar setup that you should be able to spot. Find it for me, Trooper!”

“Yes Sir!”

“Watch your ass, son! This place ain’t a trooper friendly environment right now!”

The young man nodded quickly, “Yes Sir!”

“Go on then! Get out of here.”

Pierson watched the kid run off just as the Lieutenant, Lt Penning he recalled quickly, ran up with the spool of fiberoptic cable unwinding behind him. He paused for a second, slapping the whole thing, spool and all, down into the `toilette roll’ on the side of his command computer, then plugged the military standard interface port into the side of his system.

“You’re online with the Helo computers now Sir!”

“Good work, Penning!” Pierson said, accessing the computer data-link for information from the other helo transponders.

He grimaced almost instantly, noting that there were only another three systems still responding to the transponder squawk, and that they were scattered over about three kilometers of the city’s area.

“This is Colonel Pierson, calling all units. Report in. I say again, report in,” he said calmly into the mic that jutted out from his helmet.

There was no immediate response.

*****

“Where the hell is everyone”

“Shut up, Corporal,” Sergeant Bill Harris growled, swinging his XM-90 to cover the rooftops as he and his squad left the smoking wreck of their Black Hawk helo behind where it had `landed’ halfway inside a storefront.

Inside the smoldering machine, their pilot and three of their buddies were already cooling in the desert air, their lives snuffed out in the crash or the mass of anti-aircraft fire that had preceded it, and the survivors were more than a little jumpy as they put some distance between themselves and the pillar of smoke that was announcing their position to the entire world.

“I’m just saying, Sarge,” Corporal Bingsly murmured softly, “A crash like that.would have brought me running. You think everyone is in the tower now”

Harris grimaced, eyes sweeping the streets as much as the muzzle of his rifle. “Naw. There’s a hundred thousand people in this place. You ever try to get a couple dozen civies to go the same direction It’s fucking near impossible. They probably got wind of something and are trying to ride it out in their homes.”

“Jesus, Sarge, I’ve never seen a goddamned city without some traffic in the streets!” Bingsly hissed.

“Don’t you pay any attention to the briefings” A trooper hissed in response, “This whole town is rigged for public transportation, see those rails that run right into the building over there Here you ride or you walk. The streets are probably like this normally!”

“It’s fucking creepy if you ask me.”

“Nobody bloody well asked you, now did they!” Harris ground out through clenched teeth, “Now shut the fuck up and soldier, boy!”

The squad quieted down, other than a little more pissing and moaning about being hammered into the ground in the crash. Sergeant Harris let them get away with it, mostly cause he wanted it out of their systems before the shit hit the fan like he just knew it was going to in short order.

*****

Colonel Pierson carried his command computer as he and the rest of his team sprinted down the block a ways from the downed Black Hawk, trailing a nearly invisible thread of fibreoptic line behind them. They quickly found a storefront that suited their immediate requirements and barged inside, sweeping the room with their assault rifles while others did fast sweeps of the alleys.

“Down! Down! Down!”

Pierson deposited his command and control computer against a wall while his men put the lone occupant of the store on the ground, frisking him quickly, and then cinching his wrists with plastic ties before letting him up again.

“Who are you” He demanded quietly of the badly frightened man.

“Freddy Bern.This is my store.”

The man’s eyes darted around, watching the men who were flooding in with guns, and he obviously wanted to ask but didn’t.

“Put him in the corner, behind the counter there.” Pierson ordered, “Mr. Bern, I’m sorry, but we’re appropriating the premises for our operations. We’ll try to clean this up and get out of your hair as quickly as we can, but I can’t make any promises.”

“What the hell is going on!” He asked as he was half led, half dragged back to his store counter.

“We have a terrorist situation, Sir. Please, just sit quietly and don’t distract my men.”

Bern was starting to get his mental footing again, and wasn’t having any of it. “What the bleeding hell are you on about Does this look like Israel or Iraq or fuckin Baghdad to you!”

Pierson just shook his head, but one of the soldiers dragging the man growled out a reply.

“Listen here, pally, we just dropped about two hundred men and two billion dollars worth of machinery onto this city in flames. If it don’t look like Baghdad now.give it about thirty minutes, now shut the fuck up and keep your goddamned head down!”

It wasn’t poetic, perhaps, but Pierson had to concede the basic truth of it.

*****

An alarm rang in the station just as they were about to walk out the doors, causing Anselm and the others to pause and glance back.

“What the hell is that,” One of the SAS man asked in annoyance.

“Fire alarm.” Gwen said, paling.

“Well no shit. Those burning hunks of metal must have woke someone up,” Another man muttered grimly.

“Aw Christ,” Anselm muttered, “Will the Fire department respond”

“Of course.” She said, hands up, “What else would they do”

“Oh bleeding perfect.”

“Shit.” Malcolm snarled, “We do not need a bunch of heros running right into the middle of a firefight. Call them off.”

“Call them off!” Gwen blinked in horror, “But people live in this city! We can’t leave fires unchecked!”

“She’s right, Major.” Anselm growled, “This isn’t some random warzone. We’ve got a lot of civilians here that are going to fully expect protection from their military, police, and fire services. If it’s not provided, there’ll be hell to pay if any of us get out of here.”

“If being the operative word, mate.” Malcolm growled, but reluctantly nodded. “Alright. Fine. Can we get information on where they’re going to go”

“Yeah.” Gwen nodded, “We can take the Eliicas. They’ve got links to the central systems and.”

“They’re jammed, remember” Malcolm growled, “Better go get the data from the computers now before we go.”

“Uh.oh, yeah.”

“Go on!”

Gwen nodded quickly, then ran back inside.

Anselm shook his head, “This is going to get really complicated, Major.”

“Tell me about it, Interpol,” Malcolm shook his head. “Those helos are scattered all the hell too. It’s some mess.”

Someone snorted in the background, “Least we can find the fire. Just look for the smoke.”

A few smiled, but Malcolm and Anselm didn’t.

“Gwen did have a good point though,” Anselm offered, “The Eliica squad cars are damned fast, we should take them. They probably have a paddy wagon here that can maybe take some small arms fire too.”

“Right.” Malcolm nodded, “K, when the Inspector comes back, we’ll steal the cop cars.”

One of the men chuckled, “tell me, Major.how often have you wanted to say something like that”

“Shut up, Tavish.”

*****

The rumble of thunder in the distance had faded finally, leaving Inspector `Pete’ looking around with a puzzled and concerned expression on his face.

“Hey, Mate, what the hell was that,” He asked, eyes turned to the sky across the other side of the facility. “That sound like explosions to you I think we’d better check that out.”

His deputy didn’t respond at all, so Pete rolled his eyes and turned around in irritation.

“Damn it, man, are you gonna be doing the silent treatment all.”

Pete trailed off as he found himself staring down the barrel of a pistol that was aimed right between his eyes.

He lifted his hands automatically, his eyes widening until the whites were gleaming against the black of his skin. “Holy crap, Mate! Don’t point that thing at me! And where the hell did you get a gun We didn’t issue pistols for deputies this time.”

The click of the hammer cocking back snapped the police Inspector out of his indignant outrage at the reckless brandishing of a firearm, alerting him that there was something a lot more dangerous going on than poor gun safety.

“Hey now.about that silent treatment crack, you know I was just.”

The crack of the pistol snapped heads around to look at them and a woman screamed in the background as the black skinned Police Inspector toppled to the ground and lay unmoving. The Deputy turned on those who were still there and began snarling orders.

“Into the facility! Move or I’ll shoot!”

*****

Simon Eddings, Trooper in the Australian Army, crouched on the rooftop where he’d been sent by Colonel Pierson and brought the imager up to his face to get a better look at the tower where it cut the sky in half just a couple klicks away. The Imager was a marvel of optics and electronics, bringing him right up next to the immense construct, like he was hanging on the side of the tower himself, as well as providing him with range data and other priceless pieces of information.

Normally it would also automatically search and classify everything it recorded, scanning through military databases for profiles on known military equipment and such, however the low level jamming that was disrupting their communications was also completely screwing with the wireless networking capabilities of all his equipment. The net effect was to more than halve the effectiveness of his gear and force Eddings to use it all piecemeal rather than as a coherent system as it had been designed.

Luckily the majority of it had been designed with just such an eventuality in mind, and his training had also been geared toward adapting to the reduced effectiveness of being cut off from communication.

The Colonel had wanted him to find the radar installation that had guided the anti-aircraft guns, and Eddings had located it easily enough. The Phased Array Antennae were difficult to miss, located on the tower about three hundred and fifty to four hundred meters up its length, however there wasn’t a lot that he could do with the information at the moment.

A missile strike would take it out, but Eddings’ mind was filled with images of the tower, it’s structural integrity damaged, toppling in slow motion from its one kilometer high throne. The damage it would inflict on the facility around it was incalculable, and Eddings wasn’t certain that it would stop there.

He was about to draw back, return to the Colonel’s position, when movement on the ground some distance away brought him up short. Again the imager came into play, passing over the squad sized group of men who were working their way up the street toward the Blackhawk where it was parked in the middle of the street.

Eddings crawled back along the building, looking over the other side until he found one of his squad. He held up his closed fist, catching the man’s eye, then gestured toward the approaching squad and circled two fingers in the air before clenching his fist tight again.

The man below nodded, waving the flat of his hand down the road twice, then quickly turned to send a similar sequence of hand signals down a chain of soldiers to where ever the Colonel had setup shop.

Eddings, satisfied with the completion of his primary duty as well as his current orders, pulled his assault rifle up close and checked the magazine nervously before flicking the safety off and settling in to wait.

*****

“Colonel, we’ve got a group of people approaching along the road from the South.”

Pierson looked up from his computer link, “Civilians or Tangos”

“Unknown. Could be either right now, the word came from Eddings, Sir, and his comms are out so we can’t see what he sees.”

“Alright, get people into position to mount an ambush, but I want confirmation before they open fire, son! Got me”

“Got you, Sir.”

“Make sure everyone gets me.”

“Yes Sir, no one engages without confirmation.”

Pierson nodded, shaking his head, “This could be a right nightmare, son.”

“Sir, no offense,” The soldier said grimly, “but from where I’m standing, it’s already a right nightmare.”

The Colonel snorted, but nodded. “Just so. Just so. Get Eddings back here as soon as it’s clear, I want to know if he found me my radar.”

“Yes Sir!”

*****

Kaseem Omar grunted as the American built helicopter came into sight, sitting crookedly on the road ahead of them, but obviously still intact and in one piece. He shook his head and held up a hand, “Hold.”

His squad came to a stop with him, and he extended his hand, twitching his fingers in the air.

The commercial imager was dropped into his palm a moment later, and he gestured the men back off the streets while he himself slipped into a doorway. The imager, a nifty little device that was part digital camera, part computer, part binoculars, and part a thousand and one other things crammed into one molded plastic casing, brought him right up on the helicopter as he played it over the military vehicle without finding any sign of the soldiers who had crewed it.

It had hammered into the ground hard, he could tell, the crater in the pavement they’d just walked past was proof of that. Blackhawk helicopters were tough, though, and the men who flew them were normally quite skilled. The pilot of this one had to have been, to be sure. That or he was incredibly lucky, luckier than any man deserved to be.

It was empty, however, which wasn’t unusual. They would have been worried about mortar use, that was how soldiers thought.

Kaseem would have been happy to oblige their expectations, however once they’d dropped completely behind the buildings the radar system had lost its solid lock on them and they hadn’t been able to determine precisely where the helicopter had landed. They didn’t have enough ammunition to simply shell the entire city in order to get a few troops surviving from a handful of downed choppers.

So Kaseem and his team were sent out, along with several others, to find the Aussie soldiers and eliminate them before they got any bright ideas that might put a crimp in the operation that would serve notice to the entire world that though the war on terror went on, the `terrorists’, the men like Kaseem who would fight and die for their cause, would never stop.

“You see anything, Abdul”

Kaseem’s lips curled.

Not even if he was forced to work with infidels who’s causes were not his own. He shook his head, “No, Joseph. Nothing.”

He pronounced the name of his `comrade’ with the `I’ of the old way, rather than the western `J’, mostly because he knew it would irritate the man almost as much as being called `Abdul’ bugged him. Kaseem knew that, with the American attacks on the faithful, and other anti-imperialist groups the world over, it was perhaps inevitable that enemies come together to face the greater evil, but he would be glad when he could return to his home and be free of those whom he had been forced to associate.

“You think they’re gone”

“Probably.” Kaseem hissed back, still examining the chopper through the imager. “We take no chances, however. Give me the radio.”

“You got it,” The man said, pulling one of their special frequency radios from a pouch on his tactical vest and handing it over.

Kaseem took it and keyed it open, “Command, this is squad three. We have a landing site in view, request artillery to the following coordinates.”

Kaseem’s squad pressed in closer to the buildings around them as their squad leader recited off a series of numbers from the readings of his imager.

*****

“What the hell are you doing, mate,” Trooper Eddings asked himself softly as he watched the man speak urgently into a radio through the imager, his rifle laying just beside him.

The squad, and Eddings had no doubt that it was exactly that, had stopped when they came around the graduated bend in the road which had been blocking the blackhawk from their view, immediately moving to cover while they examined the chopper from a distance. There had been a conversation of sorts there, but he couldn’t tell what it was, then the leader had begun murmuring into a radio.

That meant that the Tangos had pre-arranged some clear frequencies and had solid communication.

Not good.

A faint sound in the distance distracted him from that thought, however, something he almost recognized but couldn’t quite place. Not at first anyway. When the sound was replaced by a soft whistling Eddings’ eyes widened and he cursed as he rolled back and scrambled to his feet just as the first explosion roared around him.

Heat and concussion pushed him off his balance, slamming Eddings back into the rooftop but he just rolled with it and came back to his feet running. The sound of the wind rushing around the guidance fins of the incoming mortar shells was now lost in the general chaos of the moment, but he knew that it was still there.

It felt just like training suddenly, and he kept moving just like training.

A fireball to his right told him that the Helo, with its tank of fuel, was gone now and he barely had time to recognize that fact as splashes of liquid fire rained down around him. Eddings would never know if it was miraculous that he wasn’t incinerated by the burning fuel or not, but for the moment he didn’t stop to think about it, he just ran.

The edge of the building came up fast, but he didn’t stop. Eddings jumped from the roof of the four story building, grabbing at the concrete monorail structure as another flash of light and heat shook his world and he lost his grip and felt the sickening lurch of free fall take him.

*****

“What the hell was that!”

Gwen’s shocked cry was echoed in Anselm’s face as the unfortunately familiar sound of explosions rolled over them and a plume of black smoke and fire rose into the sky ahead of them.

“Mortar fire.” Malcolm said grimly. “Bastards.”

“Mortar.They’re BOMBING my city!” Gwen raged, face reddening as her fists clenched.

“Fuckers came loaded for bear, Major.” Trooper Tavish said softly, his hand shaking slightly as the barely controlled rage in his voice gave his emotions away.

“Yeah. So did we.” Malcolm replied quietly. “Let them have their fun, Tavish. It’ll be our turn soon.”

“Too bloody right.”

*****

Pierson’s computer link died when the Black Hawk went up in flames, and piecing the loss of signal together with the thunderous explosion that blew out the storefront’s glass windows didn’t take a genius.

“Incoming!”

The single word, screamed over the sound of the explosions, might have seemed to be a little late but it triggered an automatic ingrained response in those who heard it, slicing through the residual shock of the moment like a bayonet blade. Soldiers scrambled for cover, hugging low to the ground as they unslung their weapons and put whatever they could between them and the street.

“They’ve got artillery, Colonel!”

Pierson’s lips curled up in a derisive scowl as he bit down on the immediate scathing comment that came to mind, and he just nodded curtly and let out a yell himself, “Watch for tangos! They may come in on the tail of the attack!”

Men nodded, moving more calmly now as they had orders to occupy them, even though the rolling thunder of explosions still passed over them. One of them crawled over to the smashed out windows, grinding the glass on the floor beneath the padded armor on his knees and legs, and peered outside.

“They got the chopper, Sir!”

Pierson didn’t bother to tell the man that he already knew that, just nodded in response, “See anyone!”

“Some of our guys out in the street, Sir.they’re not moving!”

“Sir! Permission to.!”

“Hold that thought, Trooper!” Pierson ordered, scrambling forward himself. “No one goes out there yet!”

“But sir!”

“I said HOLD!” The Colonel growled out in a tone that brooked no argument.

He made it to the windows himself, crouching down in a corner where he could peer out on the burning wreck that had been a Black Hawk helicopter, and watched the punding fire come down from above.

“They’ve got the chopper, if they’ve got ground spotters nearby they’ll redirect the fire to anyone they see.” Pierson hissed, motioning his hands to tell everyone to get down and out of sight. “If they don’t see anyone moving.ahh.there we go.”

The bombardment slowed, finally trickling out as a last few shells erupted through a nearby building, sending chunks of cement and glass spraying out into the street, and then stopped. Smoke and dust began to settle into the street, obscuring the view of everything but the flickering of red and orange light from the burning helicopter.

“Now Sir”

“Quiet!” Pierson hissed in response.

The men fell silent, some almost afraid to breath as they waited. The silence grew oppressive, consuming the instants between each breath like a hideous monster, making each man shiver as their own heartbeats began to thunder through the silence, stalking them. Then, finally, through that hideous silence, there was a scrape of boots on loose concrete and a curse that echoed down the streets.

“Get into position!” Pierson hissed quietly, his tone urgent as he waved his men forward.

They moved quickly, but as quietly as they could, relieved to have something to do. They took up positions in the window and doorframe, leveling their XM-90’s down the street as they peered into the dust.

When they appeared, it was like the movies almost, dark figures just melting out of the smoke and dust, moving cautiously toward one of the fallen soldiers who still lay out in the middle of the street. The men looked to Pierson, waiting for the order, as the seconds began to weigh on them, but the Colonel held his hand out flat in the order to hold.

They didn’t like it, but they held.

More seconds passed, and more figures appeared from the smoke and dust, and the lead group nudged at the body on the ground, rolling him over. The man ripped open the soldier’s BDU jacket, opening the carbon fibre reinforced light armor and then yanked the tags from around his neck.

Pierson winced as the man’s head jerked up, then fell back and bounced off the asphalt. Not knowing if the man was alive or dead, he didn’t move his hand, refusing to give the order.

So they continued to hold.

More shapes appeared through the dust and smoke, moving slowly as they swept up the street, their weapons becoming visible in their hands. Pierson ran a quick count and came up with just under a dozen, and did a mental wager with himself as he held his order.

A moment later he won that bet, and one more man appeared from the smoke to start giving orders to the rest.

Pierson snapped his fingers into a balled fist and dropped it down in a sharp motion.

And they no longer held.

The snarl of the 6.58mm XM-90’s tore through the air, rending it in an instant of horrible sound, the bullets reaching out from the camped soldiers and cutting down their targets without mercy. The entire `battle’ lasted only seconds, the dozen armed men in their sights falling like wheat before the thresher.

After it was over, the roar of the rifles’ fire still echoing in their ears, the men turned to look at the Colonel.

“Now,” He said grimly, “We go look for survivors.”

*****

The Tower City Fire Department had several trucks, located in two separate station houses on opposite sides of the city ring, to the East and to the West of the tower. East Precinct House received the call to duty shortly after the impromptu fireworks in the western sky had those on duty scratching their heads in puzzlement.

None of them had any word of fireworks scheduled for the day, but of course there was the pre-anniversary party in the Tower Greenhouse that might have something to do with it. Certainly, no one had informed them about that either.

When the alarm bell sounded, though, it was all business.

The men of the East Precinct House made it into their suits and onto their trucks in record time, some of them having to chase the trucks out of the station when they paused to grab for their helmets, but they clambered aboard quickly and then they were off.

The trucks held their sirens, not needing them in the little to no traffic of the city’s main thoroughfare, and so flew along almost silently on their electric motors. The call was in the west precinct’s district, but they all knew that if it had come through to them, then there was enough trouble to go around.

The last time they’d had a call big enough to bring everyone out was over two years earlier, and many of them were still making their reputations on stories of the freak lightning storm that had hit that day. Today was clear though, so the Precinct Captain couldn’t figure out what could possibly have happened to call out both station houses at once.

He got his first taste as the engine slid around the gently curving streets, black smoke curling to the skies ahead of them, and he grabbed for his radio to make a call.

“Truck One this is Tanker One, can you see that fire yet”

He waited a moment, but nothing but static came back over the radio. He frowned, thumbing the send button again.

“Truck One, come in.”

Nothing.

The truck he was trying to call was just up ahead of him, he could see it coming into view again as it slowed. It’s lights were going and the driver of the tanker began to slow as well as the source of the smoke came into view.

“Bloody hell.”

“Holy Mary, Mother of God.” The Captain whispered in shock, just staring at the helicopter tail rotor that was sticking out of a building ahead of him as the tanker slid to a stop just behind the lead truck.

He knew he’d frozen for a moment when he finally came out of it, but not for how long, and nor did he have time to worry about it. He jumped out of the truck, waving to the other men as they started pulling the hoses down.

“Get the chemicals primed! We’ve got a fuel fire here! Use those hoses to control its spread! Move it damn it, or we’ll lose the block!”

“Jesus, Cap! What happened here!”

“How the hell should I know what happened, Joey!” He growled, grabbing the slack jawed man’s shoulder and spinning him around. “Worry about how we get it under control! Move it!”

Joey moved.

The Captain took a moment to survey the blaze while his men moved around him, unrolling hoses and pulling out the tanks of inert chemicals that would form the basis of the firefighting compounds they would probably have to use to put out the searing flames, and just stared at the chunk of fuselage he could see.

There were military markings, he could see the Australian Armed Forces insignia on the tail, so he immediately began to worry about whether it was loaded with munitions or not.

“Survivors!” He yelled quickly.

“What!” Someone stopped, turning to stare at him.

“Suits! We’ve got to see if there are any survivors! Fast!” He gave his order, then followed it up by reaching back into the truck and grabbing his heavy fire jacket and the air rig that went with it. “Carl, come over here and check my fittings!”

Carl ran over as he shrugged into the air rig, then pulled his encapsulated helmet on while Carl started sealing the gaskets on his jacket. A few seconds later the rig’s hose connected to the back of his helmet, and air was flowing.

“I’m good to go!” He said over his helmet radio, trying to move off, only to find Carl hold him back. “Hey! I’m good to go!”

Carl looked at him in confusion, this time seeing his mouth move but hearing nothing.

“Bloody hell!” He snarled, breaking the seal and yanking his helmet off. “The radio’s busted! Get me a spare!”

Another helmet was located in seconds, while others suited up around him, but it soon became obvious that the problem they had was a little deeper than they’d thought.

“Fuck me!,” Someone yelled, “None of the radios work, Cap!”

The Captain swore, shaking his head and thinking fast. Something was seriously screwed up here, but he just didn’t have time to worry about it.

“We go in any way!” He ordered finally, grabbing his own helmet back and yanking it halfway down his head, “Everyone stay close! We’ll chain our way in, no one goes out of sight of the guy behind him! Got it!”

They nodded, and he yanked his helmet down the rest of the way and went through the procedure of sealing the gaskets again and checking the airflow.

This time he gave Carl a thumbs up, and the other man nodded once and thumped him on the helmet. He could read the words `good luck’ on Carl’s lips as the man let him go, then ran back to man the hoses.

This was going to be an ugly one, he could feel it in his bones.

He shrugged the feeling off, though, and waved to the others who were suited up as he started forward.

Not knowing what was inside the burning chopper, unable to talk to each other, they followed him anyway as he charged up to the building. At its base, they took one more look up at the tail of the chopper above them, then pushed forward into the smoke and heat.

Forward into hell, and damn the fires.

*****

“Damn it!” Gwendolen Dougal cursed, reaching out and thumping the dash of the Eliica as she kept the pedal to the floor, causing the car to shimmy down the center of the street in response t her lack of attention.

“Whoa! Gwen! Building! Building!”

“Huh Oh.” She corrected, coming back around the gently curve of the road, then slapped the dash again.

“Stop beating up the car!” Anselm snapped from beside her, noting that in the back seat of the squad car the SAS Major and Interpol Lieutenant were both holding tight to the door with white knuckles and pained expressions. “And for Christ’s sake, slow down! We’re losing the others!”

Gwen glanced in the OLED screen built over the windshield, currently set for rearview, and grimaced as she reluctantly let up on the accelerator. “Where’d they learn to drive anyway”

“They didn’t learn on a rally track, I assure you.” Major Malcolm growled from behind them, “So if you’d be so kind as to avoid losing them, because we might have a use for their guns when we get where we’re going.”

“Yeah yeah.” Gwen muttered, still thumping the dash.

“Why do you keep hitting the dash!” Anselm finally yelled, throwing up one arm and rolling his eyes.

“I miss my network.” She replied sullenly.

“Oh Christ.” Malcolm shook his head, “Damn tech-heads. Can’t live without a high speed connection piped right between their eyes, where their brains ought to be.”

“Hey!,” She snarled, turning to look at him while still driving, “Do you mind If my network was up we could warn the Fire department, coordinate with your soldier friends, exchange data with the government.”

“Why do you think the bad guys JAMMED the network!” Malcolm snapped back, then pointed out the windshield, “And for God’s sake, watch the road!!”

Gwen turned back, calmly correcting the drift in the wheel before they ran up on the sidewalk, and shook her head. “What is it with you guys anyway”

“We’re used to driving in cities where the cops don’t drive like maniacs unless they’re chasing someone!”

“Oh relax,” She rolled her eyes, “It’s not like there’s anyone else on the road.”

“I can’t believe that you actually have the nerve to give other people tickets.” Anselm told her flatly, shaking his head.

Gwen just snorted in response, glancing up ahead as the curling smoke came into sight. “We’re almost there. You think you babies can handle that”

“Lady, just because I can handle anything you could possibly dish out doesn’t mean I WANT to handle it,” Malcolm replied dryly from the back seat, “I’m in the Special Air Service, Inspector. That makes me CRAZY, not stupid.”

Anselm snickered, drawing an irate glare from Gwen as they sped up on the fire trucks flashing their red lights. “Shut up, Interpol!”

Lieutenant Greene chose that moment to point wildly ahead of them and start yelling, “Fire fighters! Fire fighters! Don’t hit the fire fighters!”

*****

“Here come the police, Johnny.”

John Mann nodded absently, looking up at the flashing lights coming their way, then narrowed his eyes. “Uhh.”

The car didn’t slow down as it approached, and his narrowed eyes widened double quick.

“Holy hell! That’s Gwen!”

Realization came too late as both firefighters put their hands out in a futile attempt to stop the oncoming vehicle by sheer force of will alone. The police car pulled to the right and broke into a skid as it kept on coming, and both men froze as they yelled in fear. The police Eliica slid smoothly to a stop, its side door just out of reach when the car rocked to a final stop and the doors slid open.

“Jesus Christ, Gwen!” John gasped out, “Are you trying to scare ten years off my life!”

“Sorry, Johnny,” Gwen Dougal said sweetly as she climbed out of the vehicle, escorted by three men. “We’re in a bit of a hurry.”

“Well, yeah, I guessed as much. These fires are bad, Gwen.”

“Not the fires, Johnny. We’ve got bigger problems.” Gwen told him grimly as she turned to survey the flames pouring from the building. “You have people inside”

“Yeah, course. The Captain went in, looking for anyone alive.”

Gwen nodded, then motioned to the people beside her. “Johnny, this is Major Malcolm, SAS. Agent Gunnar, Interpol. And Lieutenant Greene, Interpol.”

The firefighter blinked, “Ok, I get the SAS guy, but what’s Interpol got to do with the helicopter crash”

“It’s bigger than one chopper, Johnny. We’ve got major problems in the Tower. Terrorists.”

The Firefighter blinked, his expression becoming incredulous. “Here No offence, Gwen, but you been drinking”

She scowled at him, “I wish. This is deadly serious, Johnny. How many guys do you have in the building”

He looked over his shoulder at the smoke and flames that were pouring from the building, then looked back, his expression now uncertain as a hint of genuine worry began to filter through. “Six now. Why”

“Because the people who shot that bird out of the sky might come around to make sure they finished the job,” Major Malcolm put in grimly, lifting his hand to wave over some of his people. “Inspector, we can’t stay here. We have a mission.”

Gwen grimaced, looking around at the flames and smoke pouring from her city. She grimaced, running her hand through her hair as she kept a pained look on her face.

“Shot Hey, wait a second!” The firefighter held up his hands, “What do you think this is Beirut The only guns in the entire place, other than a few shotguns, are in the police station!”

“Sir, even if that was true once, it’s not anymore.” Anselm Gunnar stepped in, waving to Greene and the Interpol Tactical Team to go with the soldiers, “So what we need to do is clear that building fast and get your people out of there so we can move you on to damage control in other areas.”

“Look, pal, those men are going as fast as they possibly can,” John told Anselm, gesturing in the air with his index figure, “And even if they weren’t, we’ve got no radio to talk with them anyway.”

Gwen cursed, grimacing, “Damned jamming!”

“What”

“Never mind,” Anselm interjected, “Look, we’ve got a lot of shit coming down on us, so we can’t stay. There’s more people in trouble here.just watch your ass, alright”

“Yeah.yeah.” John muttered, waving his head, “Whatever. Look, I’ve got shit to do.”

Anselm looked over at Gwen, sympathizing with her obvious desire to stay and do what she could locally. “You don’t have to come, Gwen. We can handle the tower without you.”

The Australian police inspector grimaced, instantly shaking ehr head. “No. No. I’m coming damn it. I’m coming.”

“Then let’s move already!” Malcolm growled out.

*****

The smell of smoke was acrid with Flight Engineer Samuel `Sammy’ Canning started to come too, filling his nose and eyes with the burning scent of plastics and metals that had been heated way past their point of useful tolerances.

He groaned as he felt in the dark for his helmet, trying to push it off his head, but wound up crying out in pain instead as a spike of agony shot through his chest.

He couldn’t move much without invoking a repeat of that, but he could tell that his helmet had actually been twisted around his skull by the impact, mashing his nose hard into the side of it. If he looked at just the right angle, there was a flickering light out of the corner of his right eye.

Impact!

That word was a real pale substitute for what he felt just then, but he remembered when the Black Hawk went down. The seat had pitched wildly, the ground twisting under them, and when the rotors had intersected with the building, it was all over. The crash was just a blur to him, but he could only wonder if anyone else had made it through.

Only meters away from the trapped soldier, the lead firefighter was already hammering his way through a cheap office door with the blunted edge of his axe, splintering the wood into thousands of shards as the frame and catch gave way to let the wrecked wood swing open. He stepped over the wreckage, his heavy boot crushing part of the door underfoot as the smoke poured out of the room and into the hallway behind him.

Captain Stan Marion of TCFD East Precinct paused for a moment as the smoke swept around him, looking carefully through the infrared imagery projected on the OLED Heads Up Display (HUD) inside his helmet screen. The heat differential of the floor and walls told him where not to step as he began to move through, and even through the thick smoke he could easily make out the forms of three people lying prone on the ground.

Marion paused for another moment, looking over his shoulder. Through the smoke he spotted the next man in the chain and waved sharply to get his attention. When the man waved back, Marion held up three fingers and pointed ahead of him. The man nodded, and Marion saw him pass the message back, albeit a little clumsily, and he moved forward to grab the first figure.

The equipment he carried and wore were a mixed bag of traditional and hi-tech, from the dull and heavy axe to the high tech, normally networked, Heads Up Display he wore on his head. Some of it was spun off of military equipment, some of it was hand tooled, but all of it was precision tailored to the job Marion and his men had to do.

He picked up the first body, heaving it up over his shoulder, and passed it back to the man behind him. In the smoke he couldn’t tell if the body was male or female, or even if it was still breathing, he could just make out the shape by the few degrees difference from the blazing environment around them. It was all his equipment could give him in the hostile environment he was dealing with, better than he’d had when he started in his chosen vocation over fifteen years earlier. It was enough, it was all he asked for in fact.

The next two bodies went back, and at least one of them was moving as he passed it off to the man behind him, so Marion had the satisfaction of knowing that at least some of the Emergency Medical Teams outside would have some work to do.

Only then did he turn his focus on the hulk that was protruding from the outside wall and ceiling, noting that in the Infrared the metal of the chopper was well above the surrounding area, temperature wise, and seemed to be heating up. He shook his head, but started forward anyway, only to be stopped by a hand on his shoulder.

He glanced back and recognized his Chief Lieutenant, Corrin Bradley, as the man shook his finger at him in chastisement. He didn’t have to hear Bradley’s voice to know that the man was lecturing him, in his mind at least. He looked back, just to make sure that there was another man behind them in the chain, then nodded to Corrin and pointed to the chopper.

Bradley nodded in return and clapped him on the shoulder as they started toward the hulk that was literally glowing an evil red color in their infrared HUDs.

*****

“Well this is gonna be fun,” Major Malcolm uttered under his breath, his hand cradling his assault rifle.

The other members of the SAS team, Interpol Officers, and the sole Australian police Inspector looked out from the edge of the city ring across the open terrain to where the glass of the greenhouse gleamed.

The twenty-five thousand acre greenhouse occupied a huge area around the massive tower that stretched one thousand acres into the sky above them, warming the air that drive the rising thermals the tower used to generate power. Because of the need to eliminate any risk of shadows falling across the greenhouse, and thereby impairing the heat production which was the facility’s bread and butter, the city had been mandated not to be built within five hundred meters of the facility.

Since the power tower conglomeration owned the land out to that range, it was a simple ordinance to maintain.

What it did for the assault, however, did bear thinking on.

The scrub and dust that made up the Australian outback had been bulldozed and trampled and generally pounded into the ground by the construction teams, leaving nothing but a flat, featureless section of land between them and their destination.

Or, as one of the SAS men had referred to it at first sight, Sniper’s Paradise.

“Alright, we’re going to cross fast. Stay close to the monorail pillars, use them as cover,” Malcolm started, but Anselm held up his hand. “What is it, Interpol”

“A little hand, courtesy of the Americans,” Anselm replied, holding up the portable the American agent had thrown him, “They have a satellite above us with Thermal detection ability.”

Malcolm leaned over, looking at the imagery, then whistled quietly. “How close can you get”

Anselm toyed with the device, zooming him. “Close. That’s us, I believe.”

Malcolm let out a short, sharp laugh. “Americans. They always have the best toys.”

Anselm nodded, noting that he could count how many people were in their little group by their heat signatures on the portable’s screen.

“How does it handle the higher temperatures inside the greenhouse”

“Not badly,” Anselm replied, scrolling the image with a flick of his finger. “They have guards posted at the entryway for the monorail trams, but the edge of the skirt seems mostly clear.”

“They probably can’t spare the people to guard it,” Malcolm decided, thinking about it. “Alright, we’ll duck back into the buildings and circle around. We find an open space, then move in there.”

“Hang on,” Anselm said softly, “There is one blind spot. The central spire of the tower is hot enough that it’s impossible to tell if they have anyone on the tower. That’s their best vantage point.”

“Agreed. Ok, we scout that the old fashioned way,” Malcolm said, waving a hand. “Mac!”

“Sir.” Mackenzie said softly, moving up to join the powow.

“Take Givens back and find a good spot, then I want you to check that tower for Tangos.”

Mackenzie looked up, along the thousand meters of tower above them, and his face kind of pinched. “The whole tower Sir”

“Concentrate on the top,” Gwen said, speaking up, “The rest you can just quickly scan and anything that shouldn’t be there will pop out at you.”

Mac looked at Malcolm, who nodded.

“Yes Sir. How do you want to handle any we find”

“Do your thing, Mac.”

“Alright, Sir,” Mackenzie grinned.

*****

Patrolling the top of the tower was enough to drive a man nuts, Corbin Maerin decided as he leaned over the railing again, using the powerful field imager he’d brought to observe the city below. He’d had to knock out the panes of plexiglass that normally filled in the tourists observation `bubble’, just so he could see down to the city, but without them in place the winds swept through with an irritating randomness.

Sometimes warm and sweet, blown in from the maw of the tower, and sometimes cold and biting, leaving him shivering in place as he did his best to keep watch. Around the circle of the four hundred meter walkway, there were others doing the same thing, but he still managed to feel alone when he looked down on the world below.

He had his long rifle beside him, an accurized Chinese Type 88. It was an old configuration, but well built, and totally useless from where he stood unfortunately.

Corbin knew that he was sentenced to being nothing more than a spotter, given his location. The only targets that might be open to him were a thousand meters below him, and a thousand or more meters out, within the city. If the distance weren’t bad enough, and it was pretty bad, he had to admit, the thermal variance from the glass below caused the air to shimmer and totally loused any shot a man might make.

No, he was doomed to be a spotter on this mission. It was impossible to make a shot across those conditions.

Those were the second to last thing to pass through Corbin’s mind.

The last was a 10mm rifle round fired from one kilometer down, and eleven hundred meters out. The entry hole was a small, almost black hole in his forehead that began to snap his skull backwards as the bullet pulverized the interior of his skull in passing. The shockwave pushed ahead of the round literally liquified the brain matter, and when the round exploded out the back the explosion of blood and gore that blasted into the air created a grotesque mockery of a jet, snapping his skull and upper body forward again.

He went over the rail, already dead as his body began its long fall.

*****

Jeremy `Mac’ Mackenzie lifted his eyes from the scope of his rifle, a satisfied smile gracing his face as the dot in the distance plummeted down the side of the tower.

“Nice shot, Mac,” Micheal Givens said, lowering the imager. “Thought the heat shimmer would screw you up for sure.”

“Naw. Had to do too much desert training to be fooled by that, Son.” Mackenzie replied, looping his arm around the strap of his rifle as he climbed down from the perch he had chosen. “Now come on and let’s tell the Major we’ve bought him that window he was asking about.”

“Right,” Givens agreed, handing Mac’s pack to him as the Sniper dropped down to the ground and then the two of them double timed it back to where the rest of the group were waiting.

“Done” Malcolm asked as they arrived.

“Yes Sir. One tango spotted.”

Malcolm looked back over his shoulder at the tower, “That would be the tumbling carrion we saw hit the central cone”

“Yes Sir.”

“Good.” Malcolm nodded, “Interpol, you people ready”

Anselm nodded, “We’re ready, Major.”

“Alright. Double time across the way.” Malcolm stated, “Eyes open, mouths shut. Let’s move.”

*****

They ran, sometimes sprinting, sometimes jogging more slowly, all the way across the five hundred meters of open terrain to the greenhouse, using the only cover that was available to be had. From pylon to pylon, along the length of the monorail tracks they moved, taking cover behind each one as Anselm stopped to check the information from the American satellite.

At first the cover was sufficient, the angle they could be seen at almost nonexistent from the distant greenhouse. But as they closed, the angles became narrower and narrower, and with less than a hundred meters left to go, Anselm had to call a halt.

“What is it” Malcolm asked, huddled tight against him as the rest of the men pressed in closely against them both.

“Two men, approaching from the east.” Anselm replied, tilting the portable so Malcolm could see.

On the screen, the gentle curve of the greenhouse showed as a large spot that glowed warmer than even the surrounding desert. Within its embrace there were two vaguely warmer spots, both difficult to make out against the heat of their surroundings, but there just the same. Malcolm nodded, and quickly gestured to two of his men.

“Tavish, Percy, take them.”

The two men of the Australian SASR edged toward the corner of the cement pylon, their assault rifles leading the way as they glued the weapons to their shoulders and cheeks. They moved slowly, pressed tight to the cement, one crawling on one knee and the other above the first. At the corner of the pylon they paused, looking through the advanced optics mounted on the weapons’ rail systems.

“No joy, Major.” Tavish said after a moment. “Just some bushes. No target.”

Malcolm nodded, turning to Anselm, “If they can’t see the tangos, then the tangos can’t see us.”

“Just hang on a second,”Anselm hissed, “Just.wait. They’ll pass.”

Malcolm grimaced, but nodded, wagging his finger to two more men. “Sergeant, Teal. Other side.”

The two men nodded, being the closest in the huddle to the other side of the pylon they mirrored their teammates actions of a moment earlier and leveled their weapons from that side.

“Still no target,” Tavish said after a moment.

Anselm grimaced, then looked over at the SASR weapons. “Major.what weapons are you using”

“Standard issue,” Malcolm replied, “XM-90 assault rifles.”

“What about electronics”

“Not so standard. We were issued the latest generation Land Warrior systems to test.” Malcolm said.

“The American design”

“That’s right.”

“Trooper,” Anselm hissed, crawling over to where Tavish was crouched, “give me your weapon.”

Tavish glanced back, face incredulous. “Fuck you.sir.”

Anselm grabbed the man’s soldier, “Just give it to me, Trooper.”

Tavish looked past Anselm, like the Interpol man wasn’t there, eyes locking with Malcolm. The Major hesitated for a moment, then nodded imperceptibly. Tavish scowled, but nodded, and gave up his weapon.

Anselm took the rifle quickly, and examined the small computer system that was integrated into the weapon’s optics. Since the turn of the millennium, the United States Armed Forces, in particular the United States Army itself had poured billions of dollars into what had been termed the Land Warrior program. That was, a series of weapon systems designed to enhance the effectiveness of each individual soldier to the point where one man could be more combat effective than a squad had been previously.

The system had been, and still was, incredibly expensive. Expensive enough that the Land Warrior Weapon Systems, often referred to as Objective Individual Combat Systems (OICS), were effectively priced well beyond the range of most of the world’s armies. Only the United States military could afford to outfit soldiers with the full array of system components, and even they could only do so in relatively small numbers.

The individual components, however, had filtered out into many military and paramilitary organization the world over. Laser rangefinders were standard on many rifles now, along with the computer displays required to put them to best use. Smart munitions were in limited use in at least fifteen different military organizations, plus nearly uncountable paramilitary ones. Even the more advanced carbon fibre composite armors with their Nano-Fibre Musculature Enhancers were beginning to see use in British and Israeli militaries.

In just a couple seconds, Anselm confirmed his initial thoughts and nodded with satisfaction. The optics had a port that was compatible with the American portable he was using. He slid the computer into the port and the system synced automatically.

“Presto. One satellite aimed assault rifle.” He smiled slightly, then handed the weapon back to Tavish.

The trooper stared at the weapon for a moment, eyes glued to the infrared signal which was now overlain with a ballistic trajectory that updated with every motion of his rifle. He glanced back over his shoulder to Malcolm, and the Major nodded.

“Go to it, Trooper.”

“Sir.” Tavish nodded, moving back to place.

“What” Gwen looked around, “No! We don’t know that they’re.”

“Take the shot, Trooper.” Malcolm repeated.

“You can’t.!”

Anselm grabbed Gwen then, covering her mouth and pulling her down.

“We don’t have a choice,” He hissed tiredly into her ear. “We don’t have a choice, Gwen.”

Tavish, for his part, ignored her as he setup his shot in the fan shaped screen of the portable computer. Coupled with the satellite it was, without a doubt, the most expensive rifle scope he’d ever heard of, but the SAS Trooper just smirked to himself as he leveled the weapon around the corner of the pylon and watched the screen.

The trajectory line showed red as he swept it across the field of fire, flashing blue for a moment as he crossed the correct angle but at the wrong elevation. He lowered the rifle slightly until the line flashed green.

“Locked One.”

“Take the shot.”

Tavish nodded, letting out a barely held breath, and then slowly squeezed the trigger on his rifle. The weapon barked once, bucking into his shoulder, but he didn’t let that slow him for an instant as he relocated the rifle to the second target. This time, when the line flashed green, he didn’t wait for orders.

The rifle barked again, sending its six millimeter round flashing down range where it tore through a line of bushes that were planted around the circumference of the greenhouse, and burrowed deep into the chest of a stunned man who was trying to figure out why his partner had crumpled to the ground.

A hundred and twenty meters away, on the other side of a thick hedge of bushes and across an expanse of desert, the assault team broke cover and made the last sprint to the greenhouse skirt of the immense power plant.

*****

“We’re ready to broadcast, Amir.”

Abdallah Amir nodded, setting down the portable computer he had been taking notes on, and turned to where the men were setting up the cameras. “It’s about time.”

“We’re sorry,” The lead technician said as he flipped the camera on, “The jamming signals were causing interference, even over our clear channels.”

“Is it fixed”

“Yes, Amir.”

“Good. Then let us do this.”

Amir straightened his clothing as he settled into the chair behind the heavy desk, eyes locking onto the camera as his prepared speech flowed freely through his mind. The light on the camera flickered from yellow to red as he nodded, and the tech pointed to him.

“We’re going out live,” came the hissed words.

Amir smiled slowly, taking his time. He knew that the introduction file sent along with the feed address to all the interested parties would ensure that he wasn’t preempted by any foolish news crew.

Today, there was only one story in the entire world.

“I am Abdallah Amir,” He said, smiling thinly, “And I represent the People’s Armies from all across this forsaken world. Our brothers in Iraq, our comrades in Korea, our friends in Sri Lanka, and all of those in this world who dare to strike out against the oppressive authority of the so called `Civilized Nations’. Today, we stand ready to strike against that oppressive `Civility’ in such a way as is the only recourse of dissidents in an oppressive society.”

“We are called terrorists now, though in the past we have had other names. Patriots, to the American Revolution. Soldiers to the Vietnam Conflict. Guerrilla freedom fighters to the causes supported by the `Civilized Nations’.But terrorists because we have chosen not to accept the civility you so generously offer us.”

“Today I hold Forty thousand hostages within the great symbol of Australian `Civilization’, the Tower of Power whose very name is hateful to God. I will not hesitate to execute these people if my demands are not met, or if the Civility of your nations demands that they attack my position.”

*****

“Jesus Christ,” Carl Severson hissed, eyes wide, “Who’s all getting this!”

“CNN is running it live, Sir!”

“The BBC just picked up, and so has Skynet!”

“Every channel in Australia’s already got it running!”

Severson closed his eyes, shaking his head, even as the phone on his desk began to ring. He looked at it, not having to check who it was. That ring tone only came from one phone. He picked it up, even as phones all through the building began to sound, and schooled his voice to a steady tone.

“Yes Mr. President, I’m watching it now. No Mr. President, I don’t believe he’s bluffing. Mr. President, this is more serious than you think. Remember the incident report I sent you earlier, Sir Yes Sir, this is the one.”

The DCI winced at the blast from the phone and shook his head, “We’re already doing everything we can, Sir.Yes Sir, I’m aware that the politics have just become much more complicated. I’ll do what I can, Mr. President.”

Severson sighed as he set the phone back in its cradle, then turned to his people and began snapping orders.

A floor down from him, in another room, a second group of people were watching the announcements with similar sensations running through their minds and guts.

“Oh God.” Natalie Cyr shook her head, “It’s in the toilette now.”

“Ma’am”

She looked at the confused face of one of the younger analysts and grimaced slightly, “The politicians are in on the decision making now, Paul. This whole situation just became headline news all across the net, and that means voters. Australian, American, Everyone.They’ll all be sticking their noses into this one now.”

“I see Ma’am.”

“Do you” She asked softly, her tone ironic.

“Pardon”

“Never mind, Paul.” She said, shaking her head. “Keep tracking our boy.”

“Yes Ma’am.”

Natalie Cyr looked back to the symbols on the screens in front of her, showing the locations of the terribly tiny assault team that had penetrated the outer ring of the Power Plant facility. In the back of her mind she again wished them all the luck in the world, because she was sorely afraid that they were going to need it.

Because Abdallah Amir had just gotten exactly what he’d wanted, she was sure of that.






Chapter 10
Just inside the perimeter of the greenhouse skirt the men stopped, two of them moving to examine the bodies of the two shot my Tavish while Malcolm, Greene, and Anselm paused to confer.

“We have to split up,” Anselm said seriously, “A team has to move to contain the potential outbreak, that will keep this from becoming an international matter, to say nothing of the number of deaths in every Australian territory to the East of here.”

“Agreed.” Malcolm said, nodding. “I’ll take five of my men to the central supports of the tower, we’ll trigger the fire system and hold the area as we discussed. Sergeant!”

“Sir!” Mickey Franks said instantly, leaning in.

“You’ll lead Bravo team. Your objective is to prevent, if possible, the disposition of the biological vector.”

“And if not” Franks asked grimly.

“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that, but if not then try to limit its spread in any way possible while eliminating any of the terrorists you can. We know we have at least four groups, so the Interpol team,” Malcolm nodded to Greene, “Will be the second half of that endeavor. Lieutenant”

Greene nodded, pointing to a diagram of the tower schematics on his portable, “We’ll take these two points. The heat sources from Agent Gunnar’s borrowed satellite feed tells us that there are several thousand people here.and here. We’ll do a soft recon along this path here, and try to evaluate the terrorist presence.”

Malcolm nodded, “Sergeant”

“Same plan, different sector.” Franks replied, quickly going over the final details of their plan both in mind and voice. He pulled up his own portable, also showing a similar schematic to the Lieutenant’s, “We’ll start with long range recon from the.hehehe. strawberry plants.”

“Sergeant,” Malcolm growled warningly.

“Sorry Sir,” Franks smothered another snicker, “As I was saying, we’ll do a recon and try to determine the terrorist assets before moving in. If they have not yet deployed the biological, we’ll move to ensure that they don’t get the chance.”

“How are we going to know about that anyway” Greene asked, frowning.

“If the bad guys are wearing radiation suits,” Anselm responded, “They’ve deployed it. The bug is contained in irradiated tubes that slow its most virulent stage. This keeps the victims alive a while longer so they can better produce the virus and breathe it out into the air. The radiation will kill them, though, even if the Virus doesn’t.and no matter what vaccine Abdallah and his people have against the bug, assuming they aren’t the suicidal kind, the radiation would kill them dead.”

Malcolm looked around, “Everyone have the play book straight”

They all nodded.

“Alright, we’ll split up here and make for out targets.” Malcolm said, straightening up and closing his own portable. He reached out and tapped Anselm’s shoulder as the rest moved to secure their gear, “You sure about your part”

Anselm nodded, checking the action on the Assault Shotgun he carried, “Yeah. I’m going for the head man.”

“They never told me that Interpol trains cowboys,” Malcolm smirked slightly.

“Abdallah and I have an unsettled score,” Anselm said quietly, “But that’s not the only reason.”

Malcolm quirked an eyebrow at him, and Anselm went on.

“With this,” He held up the American portable comp, “I can probably locate and shut down their jammer and maybe that Radar installation. Containing the virus is our top priority, but if you succeed in your mission, we still have to dig these bastards out of here.”

“Oh aye,” Malcolm said sourly, “And that’s going to be a job and a half.”

“We can only hope,” Anselm replied, “Cause the worst case scenario is a matter of literally digging them out of here.along with everyone else.”

Malcolm nodded, understanding the words said and unsaid. The use of military anti-aircraft weapons around the perimeter of the tower was merely a forerunner of what would happen if all other avenues were breached. The military would have no choice but to attempt to take out the anti-air capability before they could send in any more help, and precision weapons being what they were, there was every chance that the tower could take hits. The amazing construct was built strong, and to last, but not against military munitions.

Even a near miss could potentially tumble one kilometer of cement and steel right down on their collective laps.

“Right then,” Malcolm nodded, “Good luck mate.”

“Thanks.” Anselm said, starting to turn away.

“Gunnar.”

He glanced over to the softly spoken word, and half smiled at the image Gwendolyn Dougal presented now and the sheer contrast it was to his first meeting with the redheaded police inspector. The MP7 was cocked in the crook of her arm, looking somewhat out of place against her civilian clothing even with the assault harness she wore over her white blouse.

“What is it, Gwen” Anselm asked.

“Don’t get killed,” She told him, wishing she was going with him, or that someone, anyone, was.

She was with Malcolm’s tea, however, since the plan to contain the tower had been hers. And the seven of them would be hard pressed to hold their positions as it were, as would seventeen more in all likelihood. The other men and women, however, had other jobs to do. Saving lives within the tower as they tried to save those without. Only Anselm could be spared to worry about anything more than just containing the horror, and even that was a forlorn hope in her opinion.

Anselm just half grinned in his way and shrugged, “Didn’t know you cared, Inspector.”

She rolled her eyes, “Don’t read too much into it, Interpol, it’s just bad for tourism to have one of you outlander types get offed around here.”

Anselm chuckled, nodding. “Right then, I’ll do my best.”

She nodded in reply, and watched as he turned and jogged off. A moment later, Major Malcolm touched her on the shoulder.

“It’s time,” He said.

She nodded, eyes still looking down the path the Interpol Agent had vanished, and then turned to follow the SAS man as the three teams left broke off in three directions. One went to the right, moving away from the gentle arc of the greenhouse perimeter at an easy angle, while another went left along the opposite route.

Gwen, Malcolm, and their team went right down the middle, straight to the central masterpiece of the incredibly huge structure, the one kilometer high tower of power itself.

*****

Colonel Pierson surveyed his troops with a mix of savage fury and genuine pride. They were the survivors of the ambush, most of them at any rate, and while they now appeared to be a motley band at the very least, they were coming together as he expected of his men.

He and the others from the downed Blackhawk Helo had managed to locate survivors from at least three other hulking wrecks in the past hour since the brief ambush firefight had resulted in the destruction of the chopper and the deaths of three of his men, plus the entire squad of terrorists.

Crying over their deaths wasn’t in his makeup and, even if it were, Pierson knew he’d wait until after the survivors were home and safe. For now he, and they, had a mission to accomplish and it started with regrouping in what now had to be considered hostile territory.

That thought sent a shiver up the spine of the military man. To consider a city under his own Nation’s flag to be hostile territory was a blood chilling thought, the idea that he had to employ full military force within such a city, doubly so. Yet he knew that if he had them, he’d use Bradley Fighting Vehicles, Main Battle Tanks, and any other resource to end the occupation of Tower City.

It was what he was trained to do, Colonel Pierson was a Soldier.

First though, was the matter of regrouping and getting the survivors organized and prepared to meet the enemy with all due force. To do that, he had to find the rest of his men, and that’s where they were heading now. Ahead there was smoke rising into the sky, thick and black against the clear desert air, and where there was smoke there were his soldiers.

Dead or alive, he didn’t know, but he’d account for every one of them he could before he called it quits.

He and his men, a force about forty strong now, were double time marching through the eerily quiet streets. Unable to recover any of their own vehicles from the crash sites, and without much in the way of civilian vehicles to commandeer, they were back to the basics of soldiering.

Run, boy, run.

There were some civilians, of course, in a city this size it was inevitable that there be some, but the preplanned nature of Tower City kept most of them well away from the streets and the fighting, for which the Colonel was grateful. The integrated design of the monorail system, with its computerized car system, let people live their entire lives without actually touching the streets, if such was their wish.

Some stores still had street fronts, catering to the tourists who liked to walk through the arcing streets of the city, but most were more accessible from the inside or above on the rooftops where the monorail lines paused in their endless loops around the city and the tower facility.

Since military equipment of the type it would have taken to shoot down the Helos was large and generally bulky, however, Pierson knew that the terrorist anti-air emplacements had to be street accessible. That meant that, with just a little luck, they might be able to minimize all contact with civilians. Pierson hoped so, he didn’t want to be the man who killed thousands in some `vendetta’ against terrorists. He’d be that man if accomplishing his job required it, the stakes were too high this time around to flinch, but he’d rather not if it could be avoided.

“Sir!”

“What is it, Lieutenant” Pierson asked, snapping out of his ever darkening thoughts.

“Look, Sir!”

His eyes followed the direction the young officer pointed and he saw what had attracted the man’s attentions. Ahead of them the smoking wreckage of a building was coming into view, along with the flashing lights of the firefighters working diligently to keep the mess under some semblance of control. He could see lights flashing and men lying on the ground around the emergency vehicles, and Colonel Pierson shook his head grimly.

“Alright!” He shouted, “Let’s move! Double time people! Spotters, keep your eyes peeled! We don’t want to walk into an ambush here! Let’s go!”

*****

“She’s coming down, Stan!”

Marion turned to glare at the man who had a grip on his shoulder, the screaming of the words barely penetrating his sealed helmet despite the fact that they were practically touching. He wrenched his arm from the grip of his friend and turned back to where he was jamming the titanium prybar into the wreckage holding a young uniformed man down.

The arm was on his shoulder again, but this time Marion turned around and shoved the man back, not even able to see who it was through the thick black smoke. His infrared HUD gave him the general shape of the figure, even through the thickest of the lung clogging soot, carbon, and chemical fumes but not the numbers painted on the side of the helmet.

He assumed that it was Joey Smithson, since Joey had been right behind him when they finally busted into the warped side of the chopper’s fuselage, but he couldn’t be sure. Still, even know that it was one of his friends, one of his men, one of his comrades, he shoved the man back and pointed to the door.

He didn’t speak, didn’t bother with the wasted breath. The other man wouldn’t hear him, but he would see the gesture.

Get the hell out.

That was what it said, and then Stanley Marion turned back to his task and put his back into the bar. There was no more grip on his shoulder, no one trying to pull him out, but after a moment passed the figure returned to his side and wordlessly threw his own weight into the effort. Together they grunted and groaned as the bar gave only slowly, while the world around them burned, collapsed, and fell.

When the weight pinning the man down gave, it gave quickly, almost throwing them to the ground as it toppled clear. They had to scramble fast to avoid being the next people pinned by that hardened mass of what was probably once a very expensive electronics system, but they focused on their jobs the instant that threat was past and turned to the man who had not moved as the weight was lifted from him.

He was still alive, the heartbeat sensors in their helmets told them that as they listened in on that very specific low frequency that the human heart would beat at. Alive, but not well in the least. His limbs were crushed in places, his chest didn’t look much better, and without much more time than they had they couldn’t tell if his spine was intact.

Given that, they assumed the worst and treated him appropriately. Folded pieces of plastic, compressed into a package no larger than a tv remote control slid from their pockets and were quickly unfolded and snapped together. These braces were locked around his legs, arms, and neck to keep the body as immobile as possible, then both men took the man by his shoulder and begun to drag him out.

Behind them the thick smoke soon obscured the wreckage of the helicopter as the building around them creaked and groaned dangerously, occasional loud crashes signifying that the structure was collapsing under the strain. The stairs were still intact, and their rescuee’s legs thumped as they took the steps two at a shot.

They broke out into the open, clear of the choking smoke, and the light came back into their world as if someone flipped on a switch. Marion glanced to his side, recognizing the number seven on Joey’s helmet and smiled as they were joined by four others. The other firefighters grabbed their arms, propping them up as they let the heat get to them finally and their legs began to wobble. Two others immediately lifted the fallen man carefully, and they all made their way back to the trucks.

Stanley Marion popped the seals on his clamshell helmet, letting the expensive piece of electronic machinery hit the ground with a bounce as he looked around.

“Did we get everyone! Did anyone see any others in there!”

Men shook their heads, looking around.

“Is everyone out,” Marion called next, trying to do a headcount at a glance. “Are we missing anyone”

The men checked each other, looking for missing faces, and after a moment a voice spoke up.

“Hey.where’s Tom”

Marion looked around, grabbing men and pushing them out of his way. “Tom! Tom! Sing out!”

After a few moments, there was no response.

Marion looked to the burning building, the blood draining from his face, and then he whipped around and slammed his fist into the side of the fire truck.

“Bleedin Hell!” He shouted as the sound of fist on metal rang out, then immediately bent to pick up the open clamshell of his helmet.

“Are you nuts, Mary!” Joey snapped, grabbing his arm as he fitted the helmet back over his head. “You can’t be going back in there!”

He shook loose, snarling as he cleared his hair from the seal, “I’m not leaving anybody in there, Joey!”

“Damn it, Mary, listen to me.!”

The seals clicked shut as Marion flipped up the gasket around his throat and pushed through the yelling crowd, only barely able to hear the roar of their voices as they grabbed at him only to be rebuffed forcefully as he bulled on through.

*****

“Firefighters.”

The man lowered his imager, a bemused look on his face. “What do we do about firefighters”

The second man, over his shoulder, shrugged and lifted his radio to his face. “Don’t know. I’ll call it in.”

“You do that.”

“Rakheen to base.”

The reply crackled back quickly, a little distorted by the powerful jammers they had in place.

“This is base. Go ahead.”

“We have a group of Firefighters in sight, base. Orders”

“What are they doing”

The man with the radio let the device droop a little as he shot the piece of electronics an incredulous look.

“Fighting fires, Base.” He replied, trying to keep his tone from sounding too sarcastic.

There was a brief pause.

“Are their military people present”

The man with the radio looked over to his partner and shrugged questioningly.

“I don’t think so.” The second man said, shrugging back.

“Check.”

“Alright,” the first man said, lifting the imager to his eyes. He scanned the scene again, noting the people present, and began looking closer at the uniforms. After a moment he turned back, “Looks like they’re rescuing soldiers from the crash.”

The second man nodded, lifting the radio again, “Base, the firefighters are rescuing downed soldiers from one of the choppers.”

Another brief pause crackled then, and finally the voice came back.

“Kill them.”

*****

Marion didn’t hear the snap whine that passed only feet from his head, his helmet hiding the evil sound from him, but the others around him did. The firefighters had heard that sound before, normally only in training, the sound of projectiles cutting the air around them after an explosion.

There had been no explosion this time, but the meaty smack that followed the whizzing sound was more shocking in its way. They fell back from their attempts to stop their Captain’s forward motion, some dropping automatically to the ground in instinct as they looked around.

One man didn’t move, not for a long moment. He stood, frozen in shock, a pained look on his face, until finally pitching forward.

Then the moment of paralysis lifted, and men yelled and moved.

“Scott!!”

Three men dove for the fallen man, turning him over quickly, only to fall away in repulsed shock as the flow of blood poured out of the small hole in his uniform. The flame retardant material was also water proofed, so the blood seemed to bead and flow away from the material instead of soaking into it like normal cloth, but it stuck to the bare hands of the men who tried to stem the flow of it from his chest.

“EMT! EMT Over here!”

Marion heard almost none of this, the noise canceling receiver in his helmet doing the job that was supposed to open his ears all the better to radio signals that were now being jammed, but he did sense the change around him and he turned. The men on the ground, the blood flowing free, for a moment none of them seemed real, or right, somehow despite the injuries all around him.

He automatically broke the seal on his helmet, pulling it off, “What the hell happened”

“We don’t know!” Someone yelled as he rushed forward, but their yell was cut off by the sudden overabundance of answers to his question.

The air filled with the sound of whizzing, whining, projectiles and more meaty smacks of bullet in flesh sounded around them as men yelled in pain and fell. Over those cries, this time the distinctive crackle of gunfire made itself known, and the men began to mill in panicked confusion.

Marion dove for the closest injured man, yelling above the commotion to enforce his will over the men in his command, “Grab a man and get behind the trucks! Get behind the trucks!”

He was already scrambling along the ground himself, one hand locked around an injured man’s coat shoulder as his remaining hand scratched at the asphalt for purchase in an attempt to speed his motion forward.

He ducked his head under the frame of the fire truck, still dragging his man along with him, and the sound of bullets slapping into the metal above his head prompted Marion to call out one last time.

“Get behind the trucks!”

*****

“Colonel! Look!”

Pierson squinted against the sun as the sound of gunfire reached his ears, automatically grabbing an imager to give himself a closer look at the situation. In the distance he watched the firefighters as they suddenly broke from their grouping and scattered, most of them scrambling like mad for the cover of the trucks that owned the streets.

“Muzzle flash, sir!”

The report of muzzle flash whipped Pierson around, his eyes tracing the direction of the trooper’s and the imager filling in the rest.

“We’ve got tangos to the south, based on the rooftops,” Pierson said calmly, as if dictating notes to his secretary back in the office. “Sniper crews, I want them neutralized asap.”

“Sir!”

He ignored the confirmation of the order, turning to the remainder of his men. “The rest of you, we have civilian rescue workers in trouble, and from the looks of it they’ve been saving our people. Don’t know about you, but that don’t sit right with me. Let’s give them some cover, boys!”

“Yes Sir!”

“Move it!”

The men broke quickly, some looking for better ground to perform their role as counter snipers, while others put the height of the closest buildings between them and the gunmen they’d spotted, intent on closing the distance as quickly as possible.

Colonel Pierson hefted his own XM-90, and took the lead of one of the groups heading toward the firefighters’ position. In addition to the civilians in trouble over that way, he had spotted some of his own people among the rescued injured. He’d be damned if they were cut loose on his watch.

*****

Trooper Mackenzie carefully edged forward, crawling on his belly as he made his way through the last fifty meters or so of plants. Along the way he’d ruined a few hundred dollars of strawberry plants, and permanently stained the hand tied Ghillie suit he’d taken such care of over the past few years. It wasn’t that big a deal, of course, since any stains would only serve to make the camouflage even more difficult to detect. Even the reddish tint of strawberry juices. Nature was funny that way.

A few feet to his left, Trooper Givens was also huddled down deep in the broad leafy plants, his imager glued to his eyes as they both looked over the huddled masses of people that lay just across the open rotunda before them.

“No sign of radiation gear.” Givens said after a moment.

Mackenzie nodded, sending a brief prayer of thanks upwards as he pulled his rifle drag bag forward. “You ID any tangos”

“I see four from here, Mac,” Givens told him, “you’d think they’d have more men, though.there has to be a couple thousand people down there.”

“Doesn’t take an army to hold civilians hostage, Son.” Mackenzie told the younger man, “I’ll bet that there’s not more than a half a handful of legal guns in this entire city, and all of them are owned by folks living out in the ‘skirts.Outback Jacks, all of them. Not the sort of folk you see down there.”

Givens nod was slight, almost motionless, “Yeah. I hear you. Still.four guys, even with guns, isn’t a lot to hold that many people.”

“No, no it isn’t, but we only see four. There’s more of them down there.” Mackenzie said quietly, breaking the seal on his drag bag as he lay on his side, and slowly drawing his rifle out.

The accurized marksman’s weapon he carried was at once the oldest and, in some ways, most sophisticated weapon his team fielded. The Parker Hale Model 98 was the only weapon in the squad that still used one of the old Cold War NATO rounds, the 7.62mm rifle round, and its lithe frame encompassed some of the most sophisticated engineering in any weapon they fielded.

The design was also over twenty years old, more than twice the age of any of their other standard issued weapons.

Age didn’t bother Mackenzie, though, he trusted his weapon. He’d fired thousands of rounds through it over his years of service, most of them admittedly in training scenarios, and it had never let him down. Nor did he expect it to begin today.

The scope fixed to its mounting brackets wasn’t twenty years old, however. In fact, the advanced optics were some of the latest issue the Special Air Service Regiment had received. Sporting multiple zoom levels and electronic overlays for thermal, light amplification, range finding, and of course the ubiquitous network relay link so it could speak to other information sources within the squad, the electronics mounted on the old rifle were some of the most advanced anywhere in the world.

This would have been more of a comfort if half the systems housed in its plastic frame weren’t currently out of commission due to the signal jamming.

He ignored his misgivings, suppressing an involuntary shudder when the electronics powered up with a neatly inaudible whine, and pushed the weapon out ahead of him as he rolled slowly back onto his stomach and rested his cheek against the pad of the rifle’s stock.

“In position.” He said softly, speaking to Givens.

“Roger.” Givens replied, gently lifting his head up out of the leafy plants until he spotted the next fire team. He flashed them a curt two fingered wave, followed by a closed fist, then sank back into the cover of the plants.

The waiting had begun.

Along the edges of the field the other four members of the team began to move in, taking their time now that the signal had been given. Mackenzie softly worked the bolt of his rifle, watching the terrorists through the powerful optics as he slid the first 7.62mm NATO round home. He counted the hairs waving across the right eye of the closest man, noting that the whites of his eyes were somewhat bloodshot.

It was nice to see that someone else was having a lousy day.

*****

Lieutenant Greene eased himself up against the black concrete ridge that divided the line between the monorail and slowly eased himself to the edge of the obstruction so he could peer out around it. He had led his Interpol Starters along the monorail line, taking cover in the cement and steel construction, right up to their target area without incident.

The group of hostages were literally filling the large promenade area just beyond their position, the numbers of civilians absolutely staggering in comparison to either their captors, or their would be rescuers. In any smaller area, Greene was certain that they would be a sea of huddled souls, but in the Facility Promenade they were a sparse population at best.

Even so, they were more tightly packed than he believed they would prefer, the men holding Chinese made assault weapons herding them tightly to keep a tighter rein on the hostages. Greene reached back, snapping his fingers silently until he felt the cool plastic grip of a pair of high powered imagers slide into his hand. He brought the instrument forward to his eyes, and focused in on the nearest of the armed individuals.

“Mixed bag,” He whispered, knowing that Corporal Burke was just behind him, listening intently. “Looks like a few Arabs, some Caucasians, Orientals.I’m guessing we’ve got a real grab bag of scum here.”

“Could be good for us,” Sharon Burke whispered, “Could be bad.”

Greene nodded grimly, “Yeah.”

Mixed races would mean mixed ideologies, potentially splitting the terrorists, but the fact that they were together at all meant that somewhere along the line they had decided to work together despite their differences. That spoke volumes of the group’s leadership, Greene decided. As long as it appeared that the plan was moving along on schedule, he doubted the group would fracture.

The test would be how they reacted when things began to fall apart.

He tightened the zoom on another man, frowning.

“Hold on.”

He closed in as tight as he could, feeling like he was staring the man in the face from mere inches away, and noted the bloodshot eyes and the dilated pupils.

“What is it, Sir” Sharon asked after a moment.

“They’re doping.” Greene replied after a moment’s consideration. “Some of them anyway. Modern day Hashashin.”

“Christ.” The Corporal cursed.

Greene just nodded, drawing back under cover. “Yeah, spread the word. When we move we don’t take any chances with these bastards.”

“Right, Sir.” She nodded, drawing back herself as she moved to convey his message.

Greene watched her go, thinking about the situation while he waited. Modern pharmaceuticals had come a long way since the days of the Hashashin who smoked the illicit substance that gave them their name in order to gain their `power’. Minds muddled by the drug were without fear, difficult to handle in any way other than to kill them. They were also slower to react, less able to thing.

Things were different now, though. Drugs were more potent, less debilitating in the short term, and far more dangerous both to user and anyone they might encounter. A man on the right combination of laboratory drugs could be superhuman, right up until he ripped his arms from his sockets trying to do something so clearly impossible that no right minded person would try.

In the long term, the drugs would kill the users as surely as a bullet, of course. But the damage they could inflict in the meantime made them attractive options to many terrorist groups that specialized in martyr style sacrifice.

They couldn’t all be drugged, Greene decided. Some of them had to be in control, thinking clearly and calmly. The types of drugs the Middle Eastern terrorists had come to use commonly weren’t prone to strategic, or even tactical, thought. So the question was how many men were doping


And on what cocktail

*****

Reaching the middle of the power plant was surprisingly easy, especially since Major Malcolm’s team and Gwen had the advantage of the satellite recon provided by the portable in Anselm’s hands before they parted ways. By avoiding the areas where hostages were being gathered, they also avoided the terrorists, and while the distance to the central pylons was over a thousand meters, everyone in the group was fit and a kilometer was only a few minutes away.

As they closed on the center of the facility, the light breeze began to warm and become more and more noticeable. The moist air that flowed past them became almost muggy by the time they reached the first inner ring that announced the end of the planting areas. Past that point the ground was hard cement, painted black to absorb more and more heat.

Long tubes of black PVC pipe, filled with water, served to supplement the heat gathering system and the temperature went from mildly uncomfortable to sweltering in only a few steps. Sweat beaded on their faces as they pressed on, droplets of water condensing from the air along the glass above them as the cooler air above the glass drew the moisture out.

By the time they reached the concrete cone that marked the edge of the final inner ring, the moisture in the air had dropped considerably, though it was still present, and the wind speed was enough that their faces had dried.

“We’re almost there,” Gwen told Major Malcolm as they moved further into the artificial light of the inner ring, the sky blocked out by the concrete and steel above their heads.

He nodded, “When we get there, you hold back Inspector. My team and I will secure the control facility. You’re certain that the fire controls will be inside”

“The automated ones, yes. There will be manual controls inside the tower, though.”

“We’ll worry about those in a moment,” Malcolm replied as he held up his hand, signaling silence. He waved to his men, drawing them forward with a series of quick, unhesitant motions, and then pointed ahead of them.

Gwen risked a look around the corner of one of the large chunks of PVC and immediately saw the entrance to the facilities power control center just ahead.

They had arrived.

Malcolm lifted his hand, splitting his team with a single motion, and pointed to either side of the power control center. His men nodded silently and broke up quickly, breaking cover briefly as they ran in half crouches across the space to their target. Malcolm took a moment to place a restraining hand on Gwen’s shoulder, shaking his head, and whispered “Wait here.”

Gwen scowled, but nodded and the Major broke cover himself to join his men.

She watched them as they pressed up against the wall along either side of the control center, the lead men on either side moving slowly forward in a tight crouch, his weapon pressed tight to his shoulder and cheek as the man behind him stayed close enough to lay a hand on his shoulder. They moved togther to the door, the men on the left side crouching low under the huge panel of glass that gave the people inside the center a view outside, and vice versa.

They paused at either side of the door to the center, exchanging communication that the police inspector didn’t understand, then seemed to move as one being as they rose form their positions, flung the door open, and rushed in. The yelling and sound of gunfire penetrated to where she waited, and Gwen shivered slightly as she realized that there had been no attempt to demand a surrender.

Within seconds it was all over, and Major Malcolm reappeared and waved her in. She broke cover, hurrying over to the center, and was quickly ushered inside. She paused just inside the door, staring as a body was pulled out of the way and deposited in an available closet at the far side, another one waiting in the corner for the same treatment, but Malcolm didn’t let her stand there for long.

“Come on, Inspector,” He said firmly, “This is your show now. Get the water pumping.”

She shook her head, then nodded. “Right.”

Gwen got to the computer system quickly, and thumbed her way through the operating screens. Basic training in emergency response here at the tower had been part of her initial training, back when the police department were still a private security force hired by the tower and not the city. She easily located the emergency systems and thumbed her way into the fire control systems.

“Alright,” She nodded, “I can start the sprinklers running from here, but when I do it’ll set off an alarm all through the complex.”

“Can you disable it”

She shook her head, “Only the audible alarms. There are silent alarms that will trip in all the major control areas, especially in the administration sector. When that happens, if they figure out what we’re doing, they’ll send people to take control back.or, failing that, cut the water off at the source.”

“Alright,” Malcolm looked over his shoulder, “Sergeant.”

“Sir!,” Teal looked over.

“Take the rest of the team and proceed to the Tower core. We need to secure the water pumps there and hold them.”

Teal nodded, “Yes Sir. What about here”

“After we trip the system,” Malcolm said cooly, “I’m going to disable the controls. We’ll meet you there.”

“Yes Sir,” Teal nodded again, waving to the other three men. “Let’s move, boys.”

The four SAS people vanished through the door, heading into the maw of the tower itself, while Malcolm turned back to Gwen.

“Do it.”

She nodded, tapping in a series of commands. After a moment a red light began to flash, and then an alarm sounded in the distance. She killed it with a stroke of her finger, then nodded, “Alright. The computer now thinks that there is a fire burning about three quarters of the way up the tower.The sprinklers should be activating anytime now.”

Malcolm nodded, “How long until we know if it works”

She hesitated, and then shook her head. “I’m not sure.”

“Understood,” He replied grimly, “Alright. Move. My turn.”

*****

One kilometer over the desert, one kilometer over the factions locked in varying degrees of battle, an automated system roused itself from a long slumber. Installed as a nod to bureaucratic regulations rather than out of any true need, the powerful pumps whirred to life on command from the computers and began to force water through their pipes.

The spray erupted out from the top first, having waited for full pressure to be achieved before opening the nozzles, and hundreds of gallons of cold water filled the warm rising air of the tower. The heat of the air caused some of the water to evaporate quickly, cooling the air quickly and saturating it with moisture.

Above the tower, outside, a cloud of mist began to form almost immediately, much to the confusion of the terrorists stationed on the observation ring, the cool, clammy mist rolling in on them from above as the momentum of the tower pushed the cooling air up and out. They looked around, trying to locate the source of the mist, but were soon enveloped in it and lost in the clammy grip of the artificial cloud, unable to see more than a few feet around them.

Then the mist seemed to pause, no longer thickening around them and even starting to blow away in places.

Inside the tower the rising plume of air slowly came to a halt, reaching a moment of equilibrium as the weight of the cold, moist air sitting on top held in the warm dryer air below.

And then the equilibrium broke, and the cold air began to fall.

The mist that crowned the tower shuddered unnaturally for a moment, and then was sucked back into the maw that had birthed it, leaving the men standing on the observation ring even more confused and lost than when they couldn’t see.

*****

The warm wind was at its apex here, where Sergeant Teal led his squad, the huge inner section of the tower open like an enormous amphitheater. The wind made them sweat, and sucked up the moisture from their faces and open skin greedily as they moved, but the SAS men ignored it. They moved quickly to where the schematics they had told them their target was located.

“Got it Sarge.”

Teal nodded, watching as one of the men pulled open the access panel to where the large pumps were already purring with a powerful sound. “Sounds like they got ‘em kick started.”

“For sure,” The man said, looking around curiously. “How long do you figure it’ll take”

“Don’t know.” Teal looked up, trying to see the actions he knew were taking place above him, but all he could see were the constantly turning blades of the tower’s multiple wind mills.

They quickly set themselves up, unpacking a pair of heavier weapons that they had shared the job of humping to this very spot, and setup defensive placements while they waited. After a few minutes a shudder seemed to pass through all of them, and they looked around nervously.

“You feel that, Sarge”

“Yeah.” Teal whispered, “What was it”

“Dunno.”

Teal shook it off, wondering if the sudden chill was his imagination or not, only to have his question answered when the water struck. It was light, at first, a few droplets against the wind, spattering their faces and lifting the oppressive heat from them. Then the droplets became honest rain, striking down like a summer storm around their position. The wind was still blowing upward, though, so the balance was refreshing for the soldiers.

When the wind began to calm out, an oppressive weight rested on them and the men looked around a little nervously. It felt like the weight before a thunder storm broke right over your position, the heavy feel of the clouds above them pushing them down into the ground with a tangible force.

The weight broke after several minutes, with a suddenness that left them breathless. With it came the cascading water from above, and the sudden drop of mist landing on them like a bomb from above. It hit the floor of the tower and spread out in all directions like a living thing, cutting visibility down to almost nothing.

And, finally, just as quickly as the mist enveloped them, it was blown away by a chill wind from above and the soldiers began to shiver in their desert fatigues, soaking through to the skin in short order as they finished setting up their position.

“This is the damndest weather I’ve ever seen,” one of them joked half heartedly.

Teal and the others could only nod in agreement as the cool wind and cold rain crashed down around them inside the four hundred meter diameter chamber they now had to hold and defend.

*****

Abdallah Amir was reading a report sent up from the teams he had watching the `hostages’ below when it happened.

The lights flickered, almost imperceptibly, and then the computer displays around him and his men jumped. The moment was brief, but it cast shadows and light around in a distracting manner that brought him up short. He looked up, frowning, “What was that”

“We’re not certain, Amir.”

Abdallah scowled, pushing himself to his feet, and walked around the desk that made up the centerpiece of the back wall of their converted command center. He walked over to the closest man, standing watch over the radar display, and looked over his shoulder.

“What was that” he ground out again, punctuating each word with a rap of his knuckles on the back of the man’s head.

The technician winced, but didn’t move. He stared straight ahead at his display and took a few seconds before replying, “It was a power fluctuation, Amir.”

“Are we not protected against such”

“Here, yes Sir. The fluctuation was at the phased array radar equipment.”

Abdallah’s eyes widened, “Is it working”

“Yes Amir,” The technician said quickly, “Perfectly.”

“Good.” Abdallahe turned away, something nagging at him. He looked over to another man, this one was one of the Engineers hired to maintain the tower’s power generation systems. He wasn’t someone that Amir was inclined to trust, because the weasely little man wasn’t here for a cause, he was here because Abdallah had paid him. Paid him well and generously, in Abdallah’s opinion, for very little gain other than having one more man on the inside when the time came.

Unless he read the man poorly, Abdallah was quite sure that the mercenary bastard was somewhat taken aback by the events that were unfolding, but he didn’t give a damn.

“You!,” Abdallah snapped, pointing to the man, “Parker.”

“Y.yes, A-Amir”

“What caused the power fluctuation”

The man was sweating. Abdallah frowned, then paused as he realized that the local air conditioning wasn’t operating. It wasn’t nearly hot enough for the man to be sweating, but Abdallah could have sworn that they had the Air Conditioning blowing full out to cool the electronics.

Something was not right, and somehow this paid weasel of a man knew what it was.

“Speak!”

The man flinched away, but began to stammer out a response.

“I.it was the switch to stored power.A.Amir.”

“Stored power” Abdallah blinked in confusion, “Why”

“I don’t know, I.I swear! The generators have stopped providing power.”

“Are they malfunctioning! I was told that the facility is in full repair.”

“They can’t be!” The man held up his hands defensively, “There are thirty-eight separate turbines in use in the tower.they cannot all have gone down. It must be a junction error.”

“What is the power status!” Abdallah demanded, stepping over quickly to stare at the display that showed the station’s output.

“We have reserves to help balance our nightly power drop,” Parker said, falling back into the familiarity of his systems, “We can put out eighty megatwatts from them.But A.Amir.”

“Yes, what is it”

“The Phased Array Radar systems take up over fifteen megawatts alone.” The man stammered, “Enough to power hundreds. thousands of homes.They’ll drain our reserves quickly.”

Abdallah stared at the man in neat apoplexy.

“Are you.Do you have the sheer GALL to inform me that we are running out of electricity while we stand here under a Two Hundred Megawatt power production facility! Do you actually have the gall to tell me that!”

Abdallah raged at the idiocy of it, barely holding back from striking the man, then turned to look at the others.

“This could be sabotage or the prelude to an assault.Alert our security forces,” He said evenly, reaching behind him to grab Parker by the shoulder and draw him close with a painful grip, “And you.Fix this.”

Parker nodded.

“Do you hear me! Fix this!” Abdallah yelled, shoving the man from his chair.

The international terrorist crossed the room quickly, coming to his central desk and pausing for a moment. When he looked up, his face was calm again. “Jacob.”

“Yes, Amir,” The Director of the power facility said instantly, stepping forward calmly.

“Have them begin releasing the virus,” Abdallah said, “Immediately.”

“Yes Amir.”

*****

Lieutenant Green held up his hand, edge on to where he could see Sergeant Singer resting his long rifle against the edge of a concrete basin. The terrorists were still in the clear, those they could seem only wearing partial protective gear and obviously not overly concerned about the fact that their heads were open to the air.

He counted down silently, letting his men move into position, giving them every second of the few minutes they had allotted to allow room for error due to their lack of communication. The numbers fell steadily, however, and soon the moment had come. When his watch clicked over to the top of the hour, Greene clenched his fist, then dropped his hand to the P-90M that hung loose on his harness.

The first shot rang out from Singer’s rifle, launching the first round in the attack into the midst of the terrorists with the precision of the trained Sniper. The 7.62mm round chopped down one man as he was talking on a radio, drilling through the soft tissue of the terrorist’s throat and dropping him in place like a doll with his string’s cut.

Another shot rang out from across the way, Corporal Mayer’s shot dropping another man in an instant before the confused response of the terrorists could begin.

Then things turned quickly into a massed frenzy as the terrorists scrambled for cover, trying to locate their attackers in the confusion of screaming that had erupted from the hostages when the first shot rang out.

Greene swung his P90 up to his shoulder as he moved around the corner with Corporal Sasha Holter following right on his back. The built in optical sights on the submachine gun lined up almost of their own accord on the closest target, and Greene squeezed the reactive trigger just slightly, sending one 4.7mm round into the man.

He went down, hitting the ground hard, but neither Greene nor Holter quite forgot him as they moved through. When the figure on the ground twitched, then jerked back up to a sitting position, Holter dipped the barrel of her weapon and squeezed the trigger all the way down, triggering the P90’s auto fire mode, and chewed the man’s chest to hamburger.

“Dopers.” Greene heard her curse. “I hate dopers.”

Greene couldn’t have agreed more, but didn’t have time to think about it. The members of the group that were high on the so called `Faith Drugs’ were dead already, whether they knew it or not. Dopers like the one Holter had emptied twenty rounds into were very much the nightmare of Counter Terrorist Operatives the world over. They made unpredictable enemies, and often stayed in fighting form through wounds that would inevitably kill them, and would certainly have disabled any normal human.

For now, though, they couldn’t worry too much about even the dopers. First they had to secure the virus, and to do that they had to find it.

“Find me one of them with clear eyes, Sash,” He ordered after a moment. “We need answers.”

Sasha grimaced, “Give me a hard one why don’t you, L.T.”

They stepped over the body of the terrorist, the crackle of radio traffic catching their ear. Green stopped and knelt down as the crackle continued again, and a voice snapped out of the small device.

“Deploy the Virus! Do you hear me! Deploy the virus!”

Green and Holter exchanged grim looks.

“Move it, Holter. We’re running out of time.” Green said softly as he clipped the captured radio to his assault vest and moved on himself.

*****

The long barrel of the Model 98 protruded from the leafy green of the strawberry plants, the prone man behind it resting his cheek on the padded butt of the rifle as he idly centered his crosshairs on first one target, then another.

Trooper Mackenzie mentally targeted each of the armed men in his range, picturing them all together in his mind, then one at a time as he watched the clock count down. The Sniper pictured each man in turn, even before he moved the powerful imager on his rifle to the next target, staying one thought ahead of his actions.

He saw his first man in his mind’s eye as the timer counted down to the moment of action, knowing that Given’s was doing the same thing only a few dozen feet away from him. Mac’s man was yelling something as the numbers fell, screaming so loud and so hard that he could see spittle flying from the dark lips of the terrorist.

With ten seconds left on the clock, Mac took a breath and slid a live round into the chamber of his gun. The satisfying click rang through him as he locked the bolt down and clicked off the safety of his weapon.

“Sniper one, live.” He murmured softly, speaking from rote even through his radio wasn’t working to communicate his words to the squad.

He let half the breath out slowly, then stopped and watched the armed man about eight hundred meters away through his scope while he imagined each step in advance in the back of his mind.

“Taking the shot.”

His finger curled lightly around the trigger of the Model 98, tightening as he froze in place. The only thing that moved on his body then was his finger as it slowly drew the trigger in to the edge of its firing point, riding that delicate line until the last second ticked away.

The sound of the shot roared over his head as the rifle slammed back into Mackenzie’s shoulder, and he worked the bolt quickly in a practiced motion. He didn’t even hear it as his mind focused on what he was going to be doing in another few seconds. The second man was already in his scope, as the rifle vibrated with the power of its last shot, and Trooper Mackenzie of the Australian SAS wrapped his finger around the trigger again.

In the back of his mind he heard the second roar come from Givens position, the sound washing over him and being filed away. In his peripheral vision he could see the other four members of the team moving in up ahead, while the terrorists and hostages began to blur in the general chaotic confusion resulting from his shots.

Then his rifle roared again, and Mackenzie was moving to the next target on his mental list.

*****

“The power disruption must be coming from the central circuits, we’ve traced all the other systems.” Saman Sol, electrical engineer trained at CalState said to the other members of the group as they moved through the facility toward the central tower.

“You’d better find it soon,” One of the guards ordered to accompany him growled. “Or Amir will have your hide, and ours as well.”

Saman nodded grimly, ignoring the half grumbled threats that came from some of the others.

Knuckle draggers.

He had no respect for the fools who had to resort to such crude forms of violence to get their points across. Gun wielding fools of their sort were idealized in too many places already, including the so called terrorist subculture that Saman belonged to. Those fools weren’t the ones who got things done, it was his type.

“Just through here,” He said aloud, leading them through the last of the black heat sinks that drew warmth in from the surroundings and stored it in power `cells’ filled with water. At night that heat would function in reverse, powering the turbines in the absence of the sun, and stabalizing the Tower’s power output.

“What’s that noise”

Saman frowned, “Noise”

Then he heard it too and paused in midstep.

“It sounds like.thunder” He said, confused.

“Too steady.more like water falling.”

Saman shook his head, “That’s impossible. Condensation is channeled along the inside of the tower, water is reclaimed silently.”

The guard shrugged, hefting his Chinese made assault rifle. “Whatever. It’s coming from the tower, though.”

“Come on,” Saman growled, breaking into a run.

The `security’ people hurried to catch up to him as he burst through the last of the heat `cells’ and into the cone shaped base of the tower. Huge concrete sections marked the change, but it was the sound that was out of place. It kept growing louder as they approached.

Saman skidded to a stop as he ran out into the central cavern that made up the base of the tower, and was promptly drenched in near freezing water. He stared up, his glasses covered instantly in the water and couldn’t see more than a dozen feet above him. He ripped them off, but still the visibility was such that none of them could see more than a few dozen feet in any direction as they tried to move through the four hundred foot diameter room.

“What the hell is going on, Saman!”

“I.I don’t know.” The self-professed `thinker’ admitted, “This is meteorologically impossible.”

“Apparently not. Is this what’s screwed up the power”

“Huh What” Saman blinked, surprised, then immediately noted that the air was going the wrong direction.

Why hadn’t he noticed that before

“Yes.” He hissed slowly, shaking his head. “The Down-welling design.”

“In English, Saman!”

Saman started to explain, but a sudden crack of sound and fury exploded around him, cutting him off. In seconds the air itself seemed to come alive, flaying skin from his body and driving Saman to the ground as the men around him yelled and screamed something he couldn’t make out.

There were popping sounds as he fell, gunshots he supposed, but they seemed far off.

As Saman Sol hit the ground, the rest of his group came under redoubled fire from the depths of the rain soaked tower room, explosions of black smoke detonating in the air right in their midst, spraying them all with lethal shrapnel until the last man hit the ground.

A moment later, four black garbed men appeared from the rain like ghosts and carefully checked each man and their equipment. When they were all confirmed dead, the leader nodded and straightened up, “Alright, let’s get these bodies out of here. The sprinklers will clear away the blood for us.”

The SAS men nodded, getting quickly to work as they cleared the men and weapons away, leaving only a rapidly lightening stain on the tower floor.

*****

Lieutenant James Guffrey of His Majesty’s Australian Special Air Service Regiment broke from cover when the first explosive booms of the sniper shots rolled over his position. They had agreed to let the two long guns be the signal that started the assault, so as soon as the sound hit them, Guffrey led his team out and around the corner of the plaza.

The hostiles were only a few meters away from the position they’d managed to work their way up to, but there were unfortunately more of them than there were on the SAS assault team.

Guffrey’s MP7 stuttered briefly, the five round burst stitching one of the terrorists from pelvis to shoulder as he ran, dropping the man where he stood and attracting somewhat more attention than he’d have liked. Behind him the others had their own assault weapons, a mix of MX-90 rifles and MP7 submachine guns, pressed tightly to their shoulders as they quick stepped behind him.

The smell of powder and sound of gunfire quickly overtook the general screaming that had erupted after the first sniper shots had dropped the initial terrorists, and as they moved it all came down to training for the members of the SAS force.

Hundreds, even thousands of hours of Close Quarters Battle (CQB) training had left it’s mark on the assault team, and they didn’t even flinch as the opposition began to return fire in a sporadic, almost random fashion. The team kept moving forward, occasionally pivoting at the hip without changing their direction of travel to drop another Tango in his tracks.

Guffrey’s target was three men wearing Hazardous Material (Hazmat) suits, standing out in brilliant canary yellow they made pretty targets against the general foray of chaos and excitement surrounding the attack. He didn’t dare open up on them, however, because they were tinkering with an ominous looking container that he would rather didn’t get to divulge it’s contents.

As the Lieutenant made tracks toward the trio of Hazmat garbed Tangos, he noted a spray of red gore erupt from one of their heads as a sniper round from either Mac or Givens took the man down. The others dropped to the ground almost instantly, taking cover behind the tank they were working on.

“Get the canaries!” Guffrey yelled over his shoulder as he saw one of them reach again for the tank, “Get the.Ooof!”

He went down hard as something caught his leg, turning over in a fluid motion to look down along his body. Guffrey’s eyes widened as he saw the blood streaked face of one of the Tangos he’d counted as out for the count glaring up at him, the man’s meaty fist enveloping his ankle like a manacle.

“Son of a.!” Guffrey cursed, kicking at the man’s hand as he tried to get loose. “Let go of me you bastard!”

The bloodied terrorist didn’t seem to understand, or care, that Guffrey was speaking. He just fisted his way up, hauling himself to his knees, as Guffrey swung the MP7 around to target him.

Guffrey screamed as he fired, the man lunging forward straight into the bullets of the submachine weapon, blood spattering back from the bullet impacts to the terrorist’s chest right up until a swipe of the man’s hand knocked the chattering sub machine gun from his hand. The MP7 jerked up short, kept close to Guffrey’s body by the assault strap connecting it to his vest, but before he could recover it the other man had lunged up and was wrapping huge hands around the SAS man’s throat.

*****

“Power still isn’t restored, Amir.” Director Jacob replied, “We may be running through our reserves at a dangerously high rate.”

Abdallah scowled, but nodded. “Stand the Radar arrays down to minimal sweep.maintain jamming on all frequencies.”

Jacob nodded, issuing the orders quickly.

“That will give us power for several days, unless they attack with another air assault.even if we are unable to regain peak production.” Jacob replied.

Amir nodded, still scowling. “What I want to know, Jacob, is what happened to the power in the first place”

“It may simply be surge damage from the Chinese Array,” Jacob replied, shrugging. “The system is cruder than its American `Aegis’ counterpart, though marginally more powerful. Very likely when we turned it on to full power, we weakened some of the circuits feeding it.”

Amir nodded, sitting down as he considered that.

“Where are the repair teams now” He asked after a moment.

Jacob waved his hand to another man, and a portable comp was immediately produced and handed to him.

“They were going to check the primary feed junction in the tower itself,” Jacob replied, then frowned, “They’re overdue to check in.”

“Call them.”

*****

“What’s happening there”

The screens that made up entire sections of the walls in the central command room of the CIA’s crisis management center were tuned to the events in Tower City, just a little less than half the world away. On the center screen was the power facility itself, and that was were Natalie Cyr was pointing when she asked her question.

The thermal overlay, previously unreliable due to the enhanced temperature of the solar facility was rapidly cooling from the center outward, spreading a blue fog across the circular compound that left the occasional red blotch in its wake.

“The tower is losing thermal variance,” One of the computer technicians muttered, staring a little too wide eyed for Natalie’s taste.

“I can see that, did they do it Is it shut down”

“One moment.Yes Ma’am, satellite scans now indicate water saturation in excess of one hundred percent within the tower.It’s drawing air in.”

“Yes.” She whispered, fist clenching as a slight smile touched her lips.

“Ma’am.something else.”

“What is it, Richie” She asked, laying a hand on the man’s shoulder as she leaned over him.

“Power output on the Chinese radar array has dropped from active to standby modes, I think they’re having an energy crisis, Ma’am. The turbines inside aren’t designed to make use of falling air.”

“Well.” This time a genuine smile did cross her lips, “Do we still have our teams in the air”

“Yes Ma’am.”

“Have them make for Australian airspace, I’ll be right back.”

*****

Guffrey hit the man in the sternum.

Hard.

The blood covered grimace above him barely wavered, even though the SAS man was fairly certain he’d heard something pop from the strike. Whatever the man was on, it wasn’t letting too many signals get through to the brain, though judging from the guy’s eyes, Guffrey wasn’t sure that many signals ever did get through. He growled as he wrenched his weight over, pushing the guy off him and using the motion to roll over on top as the drugged terrorist tightened his grip around Guffrey’s throat.

Stars were popping in his eyes when he found the strap that held the MP7 to his harness and yanked it back, wrapping one hand around the cold steel of the machine gun. He didn’t wait to find the grip or trigger, Guffrey just pulled it back, then slammed the weapon into his opponents face.

Then he did it again, and again.

The grip finally slackened as the SAS man kept driving the steel down with motions that were powered and guided by autopilot, not rational thought. Finally he was able to gasp in a breath of air as the hands fell away, and he rolled off the man to the ground.

The Lieutenant lay there for a moment, unable to summon the strength to move as he gasped for air through a throat that felt half crushed, until he finally managed to look to the side and at the man who’d almost killed him.

The terrorist’s face was gone, nothing but a bloody pulp remained, but he was still breathing through all of that, somehow his body was still trying to keep going. Guffrey groaned, forcing himself to his feet, and cast about for the rest of his team and their target.

His men were down, prone on the ground, two of them returning fire while one just lay there unmoving. Guffrey quickly took in the rest of the scene, paling as he finally located the men in the canary yellow hazmat suits.

“Oh no.” He whispered.

The tank between them was spewing fumes into the air, already forming a cloud that was growing far too rapidly for his taste, moving slowly on a faint breeze to the outer ring of the facility.

*****

Natalie Cyr stepped back into the Crisis Management Center a few minutes after she left, a distinct look of satisfaction on her face as she settled in to her station to overlook the situation.

“You look like the cat that got the Canary,” Carl Severson said as he arrived from an adjacent room. “Do I want to know”

“Probably not.”

He closed his eyes, shaking his head slightly, “You’d better tell me.”

“I just gave away about three hundred billion dollars worth of men and equipment, are you sure you want to know”

“Oh God. Tell me you cleared whatever it is with someone, preferably outside my department”

Natalie just shook her head, still with that hint of a smile.

*****

“This is Comanche Zero One to Sydney Control.”

“Go ahead, Zero One.”

“I have been instructed to turn myself and my flight over to Australian Air Command and am now doing so, Commanche Flight awaiting orders.”

“Roger that, Commanche Zero One. Australian Air Command is accepting change of command and is ordering you to proceed immediately to the following coordinates and provide all available support to troops on the ground. Be advised, communications with ground crews are still being jammed.”

“Confirmed, Command. We’ll be cautious.”

“Very good, Comanche Flight. Good hunting.”

“Zero One to Flight, continue at maximum flight speed and prepare to drop to nap of the earth flying when we approach within two hundred nautical miles of the target.”

*****

Lieutenant Guffrey stumbled through the crack of gunfire, grabbing one of the canary suited terrorist by the back of the crumpled fabric of his Hazmat suit and yanked the man back away from the expanding fog with a grunt of exertion.

He didn’t want to be standing within twenty miles of that floating death, but he had a job to do, and he was going to get it done. One way or the other.

The SAS man found the seam in the suit and split it open along the seal, much to the dismay of the struggling man inside, quickly yanking the one piece system off the man as a echoing boom erupted through the air, jerking his head up.

The second man in yellow was stopped, a ragged hole in his suit at chest level, where he’d been ready to strike Guffrey with a pipe. Guffrey nodded in the general direction of the snipers, then turned back to his task.

“Stop! Stop!” The man screamed, still struggling, but Guffrey had none of it and wasn’t going to take any either.

“Jesus! Lieutenant!”

Again the SAS man paused, looking up from the man he was pealing out of the protective gear, “Get the fuck out of here, Corporal! And take those people with you!”

The young man stared at him for a moment.

“That’s a fucking order, trooper!”

That shook the man clear and he and the remaining SAS soldier began yelling for people to move back while Guffrey got on with it.

“Stop! You’re killing me!”

“You think I give a shit” He growled in response, tearing the rest of the suit away from the struggling man, “You helped bake up this shit, if you don’t have a cure that’s not my problem.”

“Cure! It’s not the disease! It’s the radiation!”

“Yeah,” Guffrey said grimly, snapping a boot to the man’s face as he yanked the suit over his shoulders and flipped the visor up over his head, “That’s about what I figured.”

He left the unconscious man where he lay, hastily sealing up the suit even as he noted the progress of the gas had already passed his position. He didn’t feel any different, but that was a worry for a later time. Guffrey strode toward the tank that held the drifting death, finishing the last seal as he did, and began vigorously twisting the knob to the right.

*****

“Amir!”

Abdallah Amir spun around as one of the young men he had with him shouted his name, teeth clenching in a grimace at the tone. “What!”

“Reports of gunfire from the hostage areas! We’re under attack!”

“Jacob!” Amir shouted, turning to the big man who was his right hand, “What of the team we sent out!”

“No response from them, Amir,” The big man growled, his face tight with worry now.

“Surge damage!” Amir said, disgusted. “Send warriors to their last position!”

“The tower, yes Amir.” Jacob replied, grabbing for a radio.

The terrorist leader planted his hands on his desk and glared at the young man who had delivered the bad news, “Security!”

“W.what”

“Put the secuty cameras on the screen.” Abdallah growled, waving at the banks of images currently showing the exterior of the tower where, up until now, he had believed the military presence to be contained.

“Y.yes Amir.”

In moments the areas where the hostages were being held were shown, and scenes of utter chaos filled each screen. People were running as men in military clothing waded through the masses, firing occasional shots at Abdallah’s own men.

“Send people to help eliminate those men,” He said grimly, “Then have them round up the hostages and.”

“Hold it, Abdallah,” A new voice said grimly, “You’re under arrest.”

The few men left in the control room turned to see a blond man leveling a large shotgun in their direction.

*****

“Move it you pigs!”

The call sounded oddly flat in the open acoustics of the glassed in section through which they ran, the PVC water `cells’ radiating head all around them so that the cool air they were running into turned everything slick with condensed moisture.

The call had just come from Director Jacob himself to proceed immediately to the central tower and find out what had happened to the tech team he had sent there earlier, and that was what they were about. The twenty man group were armed with the best Chinese weapons money could buy, Norinco assault rifles and carbines in bullpup configuration, and they were expecting trouble.

The cold air and wet floors had actually been a major tip off that something was wrong, but the sudden rise of a drifting fog sure as hell wasn’t right so the leader called for them to slow down as they approached the entrance to the central tower.

“Lord above,” Someone whispered, touching a pendant to his lips. “It is raining in the tower.”

The leader of this particular group frowned. He’d been on site, masquerading as a janitor, for over two years now and he’d never heard of the like. Water condensed from the air was reclaimed along the side of the tower, it certainly didn’t `fall’ in a deluge like he was seeing here. No, something else was at work here.

“Advance slowly,” He finally decided, “report anything you see.”

The nodded and slowly began to move forward, weapons now leveled ahead of them as they readied themselves for violence. The gaping maw of the entrance to the central tower room was dark, any sounds from inside completely covered by the rushing sound of water, so as they closed on it the tension in the men began to mount.

At a signal from the leader they split into two groups, moving around and taking temporary cover alongside the reinforced concrete archway that marked the entrance, pausing a moment to stare into the darkened interior.

“I don’t see anything, Ryan.”

The leader nodded, “I don’t like it.”

“What is there to like”

The question brought a slight smile to his face and Ryan Emmerson nodded, “You have a point. Alright, we’re going in. Take care, don’t group too closely together.remember, the military prays to their evil gods for enemies that stand together in large groups.”

*****

Anselm Gunnar noted each of them men in the room as he kept the shotgun leveled on them, buzzing the electronic security lock shut behind him.

“Abdallah Amir, Jacob Harrow Kalindon.Consider yourselves served with arrest warrants,” He told them, his eyes briefly falling on the three other men in the same room. “As for the rest of you, I’m sure I can dig something up to make you feel at home.”

“The swede.” Abdallah muttered, a touch of humor on his lips.

“What are you going to do, Agent Gunnar” Jacob asked, his tone smooth as his cultured accent. “There are five of us.rather difficult to restrain us all.”

“Not really,” Anselm responded, “If anyone gives me trouble, I can just shoot them.”

The younger men exchanged worried looks, but the two primary targets just smiled thinly.

“Now, now, Agent, that would be violating our rights.”

“You’re terrorists, you don’t have any.” Anselm responded flatly, “According to the Munich Act of 2012, you do NOT have the right to remain silent. You do not have the right to an attorney. And you do not have the right to a phone call, so I’d put that radio down now if I were you, Jacob. Before I make you put it down.”

Kalindon slowly set the transceiver and lifted his hand from it as the shotgun swung over in his direction, and Anselm nodded with a smile. “Very nice.”

The Interpol agent produced a series of strips from his belt and nodded to one of the young men sitting behind a terminal, “You!”

The man pointed to himself, a fearfully questioning look on his face.

“Yes You,” Anselm scowled, “get up.”

The man looked fearfully around, finally resting on Amir. The American born terrorist nodded, and the man slowly climbed to his feet.

“Take these,” Anselm tossed the strips to him, “And put them on the others.”

The man looked down, goggling at the restraint strips in his hands, then around at the others.

“Hurry it up, we don’t have all day,” Anselm smiled thinly at Jacob and Abdallah. “I know at least eight countries that have cells held open just for one of you two. Should be fun to see who gets you first.”

With only a little more prodding the man pulled a strip from the bundle and looked around, as if trying to decide where to start.

“Jacob first.” Anselm ordered.

The technician, helplessly caught in the middle looked over at Jacob Kalindon, his expression like that of a deer caught in the light of an onrushing train, but the big man just smirked and nodded.

“Do it, Kevin.”

Permission granted, the technician moved forward with the strip as Jacob turned around and placed his wrists together. Anselm kept the shotgun ready as his eyes roved the scene, watching each person in the room as closely as possible. He should have brought help, even an extra man or two, but any person with him was one less trying to rescue the hostages or prevent the release of the virus into the upper atmosphere.

Twisted as it seemed, arresting Abdallah was secondary.

It was, however, his mission in Tower City.

The man, Kevin, Anselm presumed, approached Jacob hesitantly with the flexi-cuffs. He was obviously caught between fear of the shotgun in Anselm’s hands, and the fear of the man he was approaching. Fear, or respect. Kalindon had a reputation as a man who inspired others to follow him, and Anselm supposed that made his decision to follow Abdallah all the more striking.

“S.sorry Director.”

The man reached forward with the cuffs as Anselm watched, but Jacob seemed to have other plans. The big man twisted as soon as the younger man touched his wrist, pulling him around and then shoving him hard across the floor at Anselm.

The Interpol agent reacted quickly, sidestepping the thrown man and clubbing him across the skull as he passed to ensure that he didn’t get up and cause trouble from behind as he brought the shotgun to bear on Jacob.

Jacob was already coming across the room as he did though, so Anselm squeezed the trigger. The roar of the assault twelve gage was deafening in the small room, leaving a ringing sound in Gunnar’s ears even as the momentum of Kalindon continued to drive his heavy body right into the Interpol agent.

They went down in a crumpled pile, the Daewoo shotgun clattering off across the floor as Anselm struggled to get his hands under the heavy body. He finally managed to throw off the dead weight of Jacob Kalindon’s corpse, the smell of blood assaulting Anselm’s nose even as it soaked into his clothing and covered his hands. He rolled clear, letting the body thump over, and came up with the tacky grips of his Fabrique Nationale Five-Seven Extended filling his fist.

“Freeze!” He screamed as one of the men reached for an assault rifle propped against a table.

When the man didn’t stop instantly, he pivoted and fired a single shot. The five point seven millimeter bullet snapped across the room, briefly connecting Anselm to his target, and bored right into the man’s shoulder. It’s lightweight tungsten tip cored through bone like an icepick through cardboard, bursting through the shoulder and into the chest cavity where it encountered soft tissue.

The heavier slug of aluminum wrapped around the base of the bullet lost energy slower in that medium than the lighterweight tip, causing the slug to try to `pass’ the point and the bullet tumbled through the terrorists body cavity, dumping all of its energy in a split second. When it finally came to rest against his rib cage, the powerful bullet had cored a path from one side of his body to the other, and the terrorist simply slumped to the ground where he was and didn’t move again.

“Down on the ground!” Anselm yelled, coming up to his feet and moving forward.

He grabbed the flexi-cuff restraints from the desk where the man had set them and screamed at the remaining terrorist while his eyes roved the room.

Abdallah!

The man was gone!

“Get down! Down on the ground! On your stomach, put your hands behind your back!” Anselm ordered, his voice booming as he tried to shaking the ringing of the shotgun out of his ears.

The man complied, slumping to the ground and moved his hands behind his back while Anselm quickly tied them together with the nearly unbreakable plastic strips. When he was done with that, he went back and did the same to the man he’d clubbed with the shotgun, and then he quickly confirmed that Jacob and the other man were dead. They were.

“Damn.” the Interpol agent whispered, looking over the equipment for a moment before hauling the single conscious man to his feet.

“Which one controls the jamming and radar! Which one!”

Anselm shook him a couple times, until the man pointed to a system, then he pushed the man into a chair and ordered him to stay point as he examined the system.

“I’m no good with this crap.” He growled, drawing out the American Consulate issue portable from his pocket. He casually flipped it open and tapped on the highlighted `last contact’ name on the buddy list.

“Agent,” Natalie Cyr’s face appeared only seconds later, telling Anselm that while her day may not be quite as bad as his, she wasn’t straying too far from her work either. “I’m glad to see that you’re alright.”

“I’m in the control room,” He said without preamble, “I’ve got a lot of systems here, and I’m looking at the one that controls the jamming and radar systems. Have anyone that can help me shut this crap down”

“Of course,” She smiled confidently, “One moment.”

*****

Colonel Pierson growled as he had to duck low under a sporadic burst of automatic fire that raked his position.

“God damn it, Son, get that son of a bitch!”

“Yes Sir!”

The Soldier he’d given the task too shifted control on the American made Objective Crew Served Weapon (OCSW) and gave the onboard systems a brief instant to calculate range to the target before opening fire.

The twenty five millimeter weapon opened up with a staccato beat as the barrel jerked back with each shot to absorb recoil. Across the battlefield that had once been a school clouds of black smoke appeared in midair over the target, sending killing shrapnel behind the barricade that enemy gunner had been using.

“I think I got him sir!,” The trooper shouted over the sound of fighting.

“Good man, now do it again!”

Pierson turned back to where one of his scouts had just returned, sliding in behind the hastily erected barrier in a move that would do a rugby player proud.

“Talk to me Son.”

“Three more groups, Sir.come around from the south!” The younger man panted.

Pierson nodded, kicking three pebbles over to the young man and nodding to a rough scale model of the surrounding terrain he’d built with the help of the local fire fighters. “Show me.”

“Here.here.and here, Sir.” The young man said, dropping the pebbles in place.

“Alright, good. Go out and find me, Carson. He’s down that way,” Pierson pointed, “And tell him to get his people around to.”

They were interrupted by a sound entirely unexpected in the furor of this battle.

The Colonel’s radio chirped.

For a moment no one moved, and it almost seemed like the furor of the gunfighting abated to near silence, as they all looked down at the radio. Then the moment was gone and the Colonel grabbed for the electronic device like it was mana from heaven.

“Pierson here!” He growled into the system.

“Colonel, this is Brigadier Genalde. I understand that you’re in a bit of a pinch”

“Damn Sir, good to hear your voice!” Pierson said, waving signals to his men, telling them to put their eyes and ears back on.

The general chuckled at that, “Doubt that Colonel, but I do have some good news for you.”

“If you mean the Jamming is down, I’d just figured it out, Sir,” Pierson said, grinning ear to ear.

“More than that, Son. The Radar is down, and we’ve got a flight of American Comanche Recon/Assault Gunships heading your way. They’ll be there in about thirty minutes.”

Pierson raised his eyebrow at that, but refrained from asking the obvious questions. Given the situation he was in, he didn’t care where the help came from. “I’ll take em, Sir!”

“I thought you might,” Genalde replied with a hint of humor almost hidden by the tension in his voice.

“Who do I have to thank for this, Sir”

“There’s an Interpol Agent in the Tower, along with Malcolm and his boys. They’re hip deep in the brown stuff, Colonel, and getting deeper so you clean up your mess and get in there!”

“Yes Sir!”

“Go to it, Colonel. Genalde out.”

Pierson dropped the earpiece he’d been holding to his head and looked around, “Someone bring my computer god damn it!”

*****

Stanley Marion grunted as he slammed the heavy axe into the flimsy door, splintering the half cindered wood at a stroke, and almost fell in through the opening when his swing kept on going without the resistance he’d been expecting.

Marion cursed as he grabbed onto the doorframe, kicking the splintered shards loose from around his feet, and peered through the smoke intently.

“Tom!” He hollered, his throat sore as he tried to make himself heard through the heavy insulation of his helmet and protective gear. “Tom!”

There was no indication of anyone in the room on the infrareds or to eyeball mark one, but he made a thorough circuit anyway as he checked around all the furniture and even under what looked to be a desk.

“Tom!”

He would not, by God, lose a man without doing everything in his power to save him. He couldn’t.

Marion paused at the shattered door, and uncharacteristically looked up at the smoldering ceiling as he spoke.

“God.Please lord, let me find him. I can’t walk out of here without him, and I sure don’t want to die.”

There are moments in life, if one is lucky, when a person gets a faint glimpse that there just may be something beyond the world as he knows it. Call it supernatural, call it God, call it anything you like.

For Stanley Marion that moment came when a whispered voice answered his quiet plea to the heavens, and nearly scared him into them.

“Mary” The whispered voice sounded in his ear. “Mary is that you”

Marion froze then, utterly shocked as his heart pounded in his ear and he looked up again, eyes rolling around as if he were going to see someone looking back down. It took a few moments for his mind to catch up to his heart, and he saw that the radio light was green, and there was a GPS locator blinking brightly on his helmet display.

“Tom! Tom, I’m coming! Hold on!”

“Stop yelling, Mary.I can hear you fine.”

Marion ignored the request and kept yelling as he kicked his way through some fallen debris, following the signal through the flames and smoke. He quickly realized that the location he was receiving wasn’t on the floor he was currently searching, but well below.

“Jesus, Tom, what the hell are you doing way down there!”

“I fell through the fucking floor, Mary, what did you think”

“Joey!” Marion called out, “Get me a line and plenty of water in here!”

The voice from outside was heaven sent, and Marion could have kissed the hairy bastard when he replied.

“We’re already coming in, Mary! This whole place is a goddamned warzone, I think we’ll be safer in the fuckin fire!”

*****

“Watch out, we’ve got another group coming in.”

Major Malcolm nodded to the warning and glanced over to where Inspector Dougal was crouched in the corner. The police Inspector was shivering, cold, and miserable. She’d been soaked to the bone in the initial deluge and things had gotten a lot cooler around the solar power plant as the water from on high had drawn all the heat from the air. “Things are going to get hairy in a bit, Inspector.”

She nodded, “Don’t worry. I’ll take care of my end.”

“You’ve done your end, Ma’am,” he told her, “leave this to us.”

She scowled at him, but he held up a hand, “Seriously Inspector. It’s better if you stay back here.”

She looked away from him, clearly unhappy with the `request’, but finally nodded after a moment. He nodded back, grateful for that acquiescence, and took up his XM-90 as he looked to the messenger.

“Alright, Trooper.let’s do this.”

The young SAS man, barely into his twenties Malcolm remembered, flashed him a grin and stepped out of the power relay room and into the artificial rain. He hadn’t gone more than a half dozen steps before the water had swallowed him up, and even the hardened SAS Major shivered at the thought of going back out in the cold just then.

Thoughts of that nature were fine, he reflected as he stepped over the threshold and into the rain, just so long as they didn’t affect actions. He shifted his rifle into an easier carry position and set out across the cavernous room after his man.

At that time, about two hundred yards away, another group of warriors were giving the chilling rain the evil eye as they walked slowly through the deluge, water running down their faces and into their eyes as they tried to blink it away.

“I can’t get a response from Jacob, Ryan.”

The man who had been, until that day, the Chief of Police for Tower City frowned. “That’s not right. Something must have happened.”

“You think we should go back”

Ryan Emmerson hesitated, considering the options, then shook his head. “Not until we clear the tower. We need to get this crap figured out, and besides.we’re already soaked.”

“You’re the boss.”

“Yeah.I’m the boss,” Ryan muttered, shaking his head. “Alright. Tell the rest of them to start in.Be careful, take it slow.”

“Will do.”

A moment later they started slowly forward, a few men at a time as they searched for an enemy they believed to be waiting.

Somewhere.

Within the enormous base of the tower, the water soaked concrete splashed lightly under foot as the two groups slowly approached one another, each looking through the lousy visibility for the other in a dance nearly as old as mankind. Sound, sight, sometimes even smell or something less obvious would tell the story, triggering the event both sides knew was coming.

In this case it was sound.

Specifically, it was the sudden chatter of a radio squawking to life after a tired and frustrated SAS trooper had forgotten to secure the little device to VOX control only when he’d determined, hours earlier, that the radios were out. A second of carelessness erupted into a pocket lifetime of regret when three terrorist assault rifles swiveled as one and erupted into the dark.

Major Malcolm hit the ground when the flash of gunfire erupted through the haze, splashing into an inch of water that quickly soaked through what few clothes he had left that weren’t clinging to his body like a second skin. His own radio, properly secured, erupted into chatter as the rest of his team followed his lead and hit the ground, most of them cursing under their breath.

“Johnny’s down!”

“Son of a!”

“Mutherfu.!”

Malcolm growled, snapping out automatically. “Belay that chatter!”

It was only after he gave the order that he realized that they had radios back.

Of all the lousy goddamned times!

He growled again, pushing his rifle out ahead of him, and located the flash of a rifle in the murky distance. “Watch your backs, don’t shoot each other.but take those bastards out.”

Then he opened fire, the first in a fusillade of return fire that erupted from the other members of the team arrayed around his position. Malcolm trusted his men, and his memory, to know where they were supposed to be as he struggled to target moving tangos through the sheets of water that were still cascading down around him.

In the back of his mind, some part of him noted the water from a distance and was amazed that the system had the reserves to keep up this kind of downpour for so long. Most of his mind, however, was well and truly focused on the present and the killing ground the central part of the solar tower had become.

*****

Anselm burst through the door, cracking the wood finish and splintering the framing as he hit it for the eighth time with the chair in his hands. He tossed the makeshift ram away as he reached through the door and fumbled with the lock on the other side.

A manual deadbolt, locked solidly from the other side only.

It clicked open with a twist of his fingers, and he kicked the door the rest of the way open. Behind him he left the bodies of Jacob Kalindon and an unnamed terrorist, and the secured forms of two others, one slumbering and one tied tightly to his chair.

They’d be waiting for him when he got back.

For now, he had another quarry, and this one was too important to give up.

The Consulate portable was in his hand as he ran down the halls, one eye on the route, the other on the fan shaped screen that was currently linked to the American spy satellite currently aimed down at Tower City.

Turn left , he thought, racing around the corner, one heat source a hundred meters down the hall.

He didn’t break pace, his pistol in one hand, the portable in the other. His mind was racing too, trying to remember what was in the direction he was running, if it was something that Abdallah could use to escape. He couldn’t remember, but at the same time he could only assume that it was.

It didn’t matter though.

The terrorist was running to something, whether escape or something worse, he had to be stopped. He had to be stopped no matter what, because Anselm wasn’t letting him get away again. The last time he’d been this close had been the Embassy explosion in which Abdallah had been presumed dead.

The same explosion that had killed twenty eight UN delegates and their parties, and fourteen Interpol Inspectors. An explosion that had nearly claimed Anselm’s life, and had only spared him by the sheerest of dumb luck. A second earlier, or a second later, and he’d have died there along with his entire team.

Never again.

Anselm ran faster.

*****

“They’re circling. Two groups, Major.”

“Roger. Pull back, and prepare to lay down suppressive fire. We don’t have the personnel to meet them head to head,” Malcolm responded softly, crawling backwards as he cradled his rifle in the crook of his arms.

“Roger that.”

The SAS men faded back, drawing their opponents with them into the vacuum they left in the water soaked hell they had made. The tangos came on, sensing the sudden drop in resistance and smelling blood in the falling water.

Slowly the men at the edge of Malcolm’s line reported that the groups were coming together again, and Malcolm called a halt to their retreat. When the scouts reported that the groups had almost met, he gave the order.

Fire and cordite filled the air and was washed away as quickly as it entered, leaving it’s clinging stink on their clothing as the SAS people ruthlessly poured out everything they had left. Malcolm’s rifle clicked on an empty chamber and he dropped the magazine to the ground automatically and reached back for another.

His hand froze in place as a form appeared out of the haze, assault rifle leveled. The man was grimly glaring at him as he lowered the barrel of the weapon to point dead even with Malcolm’s skull and he shook his head as Malcolm tensed to move.

Before that happened, however, a voice sounded out of the artificial rain.

“Ryan!”

The gunman turned, his eyes jerking to the speaker even as he kept the gun on Malcolm, and the SAS man saw them register surprise.

“Gwen! I.You’re supposed to be.”

“Dead I know.” Gwendolen Dougal said flatly, all emotion drained from her voice as she aimed her MP7 at the gunman. “How could you, Ryan”

Ryan Emmerson shrugged, recovering from his momentary surprise. “Jacob asked me to.”

Gwen blinked, not comprehending the apparent non-sequitur, and the gunman who used to be her boss swung his assault rifle in her direction.

The MP7 snarled once, letting loose a medium short burst of twenty rounds. The four point six millimeter rounds reached out across the distance that separated them, and stitched the former police chief from hip to sternum, then went on to perforate his body along the lateral midline as he twisted away from the pain in a paroxysm of pain.

He fell to the ground as Malcolm slapped a fresh magazine into his XM-90 and spared a glance over to where the Police Inspector was staring at the fallen man, steam sizzling from the barrel of her weapon as water fell on the heated surface and boiled instantly away.

“You ok”

She looked at him dully for a second, then just let out a breath she probably hadn’t know she was holding. “Fuck no. Doesn’t matter right now though.”

Amen , Malcolm thought grimly.

A-fuckin-men.

*****

“Freeze! Abdallah, Freeze!!”

The terrorist skidded to a stop, lifting his hands easily into the air as the voice called out behind him. He slowly turned around, keeping his eyes in plain sight as he got a look at his pursuer. The Swede was approaching slowly now, that big pistol of his kept out in front as he came a little closer.

“This is the end of the line, Mr. Gorra,” Anselm said, for the first time using the terrorist’s birth name. “I’m taking you in.”

“Oh please,” Abdallah sneered, “Can’t you do better than that Some old movie cliche”

“I’m not interested in being original for the likes of you,” Anselm said quietly. “Turn around and put your hands behind your back, Gorra, thumbs up.”

“Oh no, I think not.” The terrorist growled, turning his hand so Anselm could see that there was a small device secreted in it. “You know me, Swede. I’ve had years to plant the explosives in this place, and you know I won’t hesitate to use them.”

Anselm grimaced, but his weapon didn’t waver. “You don’t walk out of this one, Gorra. Not again. If you blow this place, it’s coming down on top of you.You’re going to be here, not a mile away.”

Abdallah’s eyes flashed, “There are thousands of people above us, to say nothing of those who will die in the city when the tower collapses. You can’t bluff me.”

“Now who’s using the movie cliches” Anselm smiled suddenly, though it was a grim smile and didn’t reach his eye. “Now what’s my line Oh yes.Make your move, partner.”

Abdallah’s eyes flashed, a moment of what Anselm could only think of as true insanity passed through them, and he smiled suddenly, sending a chill through the Interpol Agent’s spine.

“So be it, Swede!” The terrorist screamed, “I’ve made many martyr’s in my career.so now I will become one!”

Anselm flinched involuntarily when Gorra pressed down on the button hard, then looked around when nothing happened. He wasn’t the only one, Abdallah was jerking around in all directions as he stared wildly about them.

“W.What!”

Anselm smiled slowly, more genuinely, and relaxed marginally though he kept the gun on his quarry. “You Americans.I’ll give you one thing, you are truly Master gadgeteers.”

The Terrorist looked at him, no comprehension in his eyes, and Anselm held up his other hand with the Consulate portable in it.

“You left a lot of information in your computers, Gorra,” He said, “Including a nice list of what frequencies you weren’t jamming. My new friends at the CIA found that with a very simple software patch, it was child’s play to open our frequencies.and kill yours. Knowing you, I knew that you’d have made sure that your explosives were on one of those clear frequencies.”

Gorra stared in shock, hand dropping as the remote clattered to the ground. Anselm flinched involuntarily as it rattled, even knowing that it was jammed, and almost missed what happened next.

Gorra, Abdallah, whatever name he wanted to call himself, growled suddenly, his voice rising into a pure scream of rage as he pulled a gun from his waistband and whipped it up.

Anselm shifted his aim instantly, squeezing the trigger once, and sent a five point seven millimeter round into the terrorist before the pistol was even half way up. The round tunneled into Gorra’s right arm, shattering the ulna and lodging deep in the bone as the man went down and the gun clattered to the ground.

“Not that easy, you son of a bitch,” Anselm growled as he closed in and kicked the gun away. “You’ve got a lot to answer for, and there’s a line up around the block for the right to put you down.”

Gorra howled and screamed obscenities at the Interpol officer as he wrenched the injured arm around and used flexi-cuffs to bind it tightly to the good one. Then Anselm jerked him to his feet and began to shove him back down the hall.

“Raymond Gorra,” He said as his voice echoed through the corridors, “You are under arrest under the Munich Act. You do not have the right to an attorney, you do not have the right to remain silent, and you do not have the right to a speedy trial.though I have a feeling you’ll get the last one anyway.”

*****

Anselm and his prisoner blinked into the light as they stepped out of the dimmed artificial light inside the facility and into the bright sunlight that shone down through the glass encasement of the facility greenhouse. A sound above them caused them both to look up just as three American Commanche attack helicopters flashed by above them, weapons pods deployed as the sleek looking birds buzzed angrily overhead.

There was the sound of explosions in the distances to tell him that the fight wasn’t over yet, but his part of it was done, or would be as soon as he could turn his prisoner over to the proper authorities. Anselm could already feel the tension high he had been riding begin to flee him, even as he fought tooth and nail to keep it going strong.

It wasn’t time to relax just yet, he knew, as he pushed Gorra ahead of him toward a huddle of people. Anselm quickly recognized one of the men at the front and waved.

“Mackenzie!”

“Interpol,” The SAS man nodded, a half smile on his face as he recognized Anselm, but a serious look in his eyes.

Anselm looked past him to see a man lying on the ground while another in yellow hazmat gear knelt over him.

“Guffrey,” the SAS Sniper grunted, following Anselm’s gaze, “He got a lungful of that shit, making sure that no more of it got out than could be helped.”

Anselm winced, but nodded. “Is he”

“Not looking good.”

The Interpol man let it drop at that, and just gave his prisoner a harder shove than he’d been using. Gorra cried out as he went to his knees and then slammed his injured arm into the ground, but Anselm didn’t spare him any sympathies.

“This the guy”

Anselm nodded, looking around. “Yeah. Raymond Gorra, AKA Abdallah Amir himself.”

The sniper glared at the terrorist, his fingers playing around with the trigger of the rifle cradled easily in his hands. “You sure you want to bring him in.like that”

Anselm didn’t have to ask what `that’ meant, he just nodded. “Yeah.”

“Too bad.” Mackenzie replied.

“What’s the sitch” Anselm asked finally, slumping into a tourist bench as he kept an eye, and a gun, on his prisoner.

“Major and his team just finished up with an assault group trying to get the water stopped,” Mackenzie snorted, “No one told em that it was already too late, I guess. Your Interpol team has the rest of the hostages free on the other side, I don’t know if they lost anyone.”

Anselm nodded dully.

“Oh, and that local inspector pulled through, in case you’re interested.” Mackenzie went on, “She’s doing some talking with the few local authorities who don’t appear to have been part of the plan.though I guess we’ll be checking them out when this settles.”

Anselm nodded again.

Oh yes, there would be a lot of `checking out’ done before this one died down completely.

“Other than that, well the army’s here I guess,” Mackenzie jerked a thumb skyward as another Comanche buzzed past, “And even if they ain’t Aussie, they seem to be ripping the ever living hell out of anyone dumb enough to keep fighting. Buck up, Interpol. Good guys won.”

He nodded one last time, flipping open the Consulate portable he was carrying. “Thanks, Mac.”

“Anytime, Interpol.”

Anselm only knew one thing for sure.

This was going to be one hell of a pain in the ass to put down in his mission debrief.

*****

Three days later, Anselm stepped softly into a familiar office, smiling slightly as he watched the sole occupant of the police station bent stiffly over her desk working furiously on some piece of work that he was willing to bet was probably inconsequential.

Gwen Dougal looked up tiredly as the shadow loomed over her, only nodding in recognition. Three days after the final bursts of violence were finally stamped out, and she’d barely managed six hours sleep and was running on less than fumes.

“Hey, Anselm,” She said as weakly as she felt. “I heard you’re leaving.”

“Yeah,” The blond man said as he pulled a chair up and straddled it across from her. “They’re finally getting the escort detail down here, and I’m heading it up.”

“Good.” She said flatly, “I want that piece of dirt out of my town.”

Anselm half smiled in agreement, and noted that it was truly `her town’ in some ways now. Gwen was the only surviving member of the police department who had proved clean. Most of the others had been found dead in various places, their bodies left where they dropped. There was a plan for a large memorial funeral, of course, though men like Ryan Emmerson and his lot were obviously being left out.

He caught a tremor in her hand as she gestured, however, and the smile died on his lips. He reached out quickly and caught her hand, “You need sleep, Gwen.”

She shook her head, “Too much to do.”

“Gwen.” He growled in warning.

She looked at him, and he matched her stare for stare even as her other hand trembled against the desk until he reached out and covered it with his own. She looked down then, shaking.

“I can’t,” She admitted, “Been having nightmares.”

“Normal.” He proclaimed, “Start with a sedative, then talk to someone when you wake up. Don’t leave anything out either. You’ll feel better.”

She laughed bitterly, “Talk to who”

He looked at her for a moment, then pulled his portable out of his pocket. He flipped it open, quickly locating what he was looking for, and highlighted it. “Copy that to your system. It’s the name of a good councilor; she helped me through some tough times a few years ago. I’ll let her know to expect your call.”

Gwen looked at the portable with the highlighted name for a long moment, the nodded slowly. “Thank you.”

“It’s nothing.”

Again she laughed bitterly, shaking her head. “God. It’s all nothing, you know”

He tilted his head, raising an eyebrow, but she didn’t go on until he spoke up, “Know what”

“We invested.everything. Our lives,” She said, “into this place. The City, the Tower.it was supposed to be a showcase for a better future. Clean, crime free.God, they were here the whole time! We were making a.a weapon! A weapon for them.How can we fix that thing now”

Anselm looked out the window of the station, eyeing the pillar that touched the sky far above them, and sighed.

“People forget,” He said after a moment.

This time is was Gwen who had to speak, “What”

“People forget,” He repeated, then went on, “that technology.all technology.is just one set of tools after another. Technology isn’t good or evil. It’s an extension of who we are.”

Gwen didn’t say anything to that, but he wasn’t really expecting her to.

“Have you ever heard the expression that a sword cuts both ways” He asked, surprising her.

She nodded, “Yeah, of course.”

“It’s incomplete, you know.”

“What is”

“The expression,” He said, “A sword doesn’t cut just two ways. It cuts in as many ways as there are hands to wield it. That’s the point, you know. Technology doesn’t care what way it’s used, it’s not moral, or thinking.We are. So make better use of your little piece of technology than Raymond Gorra did.”

“Little” She snarled automatically, then caught herself and smiled slightly as he chuckled. “Ok.Point taken. I think.”

“Good,” he told her, climbing to his feet. “Now how about I walk you home and you get some sleep. I think that this town’s going to need their police chief in top form to get everything running again.”

She nodded reluctantly, climbing to her feet as well.

They headed for the door together, but she stopped about halfway there. “Anselm”

“Yeah”

“Thanks.”

Anselm Gunnar nodded slowly, “No problem, Gwen.”

Then they walked out of the empty police station, closing and locking it behind them, and into the streets under the shadow of the kilometer high tower of power that rose so far above them.


END
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