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Book One
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Prologue
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The sun shone down on the inhabitants of the sleepy little village as they went about their lives unhindered by the knowledge of what was about to happen.

The buildings were built in a mock Tudor style with the small cottages all having decorative half timbering, steeply pitched roofs with prominent cross gabling.

Sitting on the lee of a hill, the small village overlooked its own private stretch of coastline including a perfectly white sandy beach. The gated community called Paradise Cove, was privately owned by a Corporation and was a retirement community for those who had the wealth and opportunity to make use of it. What those people were unaware of though, was that the village held a secret – a secret that was about to cost the lives of every living soul there.

This day had begun not unlike most others in this small slice of heaven. The weather was typically Mediterranean and the village was blessed with warm sunny days followed by cool balmy nights where the sea breeze cooled the land down just enough. This morning, like most others, saw the inhabitants wake up to a clear blue sky where clouds were kept at bay until rain was needed. People began to go about their daily lives at their normal, leisurely pace; nothing about the village was rushed. The streets started to wake up as the villagers came out of their cottages to go about their business, to socialise and generally live what was left of their lives in the relaxed and luxurious atmosphere that their lifetime dedication to the Corporation had provided.

Coffee shops began to fill up with people taking breakfast, while others chose a different path.

They had no idea what was about to happen. From vents in the ground an invisible mist was released which began instantly to mingle with the air in the village. This mist was like no other; this was no early morning mist, this was as deadly as it was insidious.

The first person to fall was Jacob Wilder. He was seventy-five years old, in remarkably good health and, for the majority of his working life, on the board of directors of many of the companies owned by the Corporation. He was what was described as a good man; he had no enemies and was liked by everyone he came in contact with. None of that saved him though when he breathed in the contaminated air. He clutched at his throat as his airwaves were suddenly and violently constricted. Unable to breath he fell to his knees, as his face turned a deep shade of blue. The rest of his body began to shut down as he toppled to the ground and the last thing his failing eyesight registered was the sight of others in the village also falling to the ground.

Within five minutes of the toxin escaping, the entire population of the village had succumbed to its deadly effects and were lying where they fell, all dead.
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Colonel Jack Flynn was walking down the corridor with a sense of purpose that showed he had a place to go and a time frame to get there in. His long legs powered him along as his slate grey eyes scanned the area before him so he could avoid anyone in his way. He was dressed in tan slacks, a white shirt and brown leather bomber jacket, his usual attire when not required to wear his uniform. At six feet three and with a lean athletic build he drew admiring glances from women as he passed them by in the corridor. 

As he reached his destination he ran a hand through his dark hair and, with a determined set to his square jaw, he opened the door.

“Go right in sir, he’s expecting you,” said Marta Johnson, the second in command to the person he had been summoned to see. She was in her early thirties with long raven-coloured hair that, when working, was always neatly tied in a ponytail which hung down her slender back. Deep brown eyes surveyed everything and everyone who came through her door. Her normal pleasant expression was today replaced by one that displayed some stress, and as Jack approached he knew the summons was warranted.

“Thank you Marta,” he replied in his deep, smooth tones.

He opened the door behind her desk and entered the inner sanctum of General Wilber Colclough, the head of ATLAS Force.

As he entered the room he approached the man seated behind the large oak desk before him. General Colclough was in his sixties, still trim and fit, with salt and pepper hair swept back from a high forehead into a widow’s peak. Eyes that were so grey as to be almost colourless looked up from a file he was working on to look at Jack. In a world filled with technology he still preferred to read files himself rather than allow the computer to do it for him. In a world filled with iPads and tablets, paper and pens were still his norm, and he would use them gladly until he was forced not to. He was the epitome of ‘old school’.

“This is a bad one Jack,” the General said by way of greeting. “Come in and sit down,” he added.

As Jack took the offered seat he said, “So tell me sir, what’s happened?”

Colclough looked at him and said, “An incident occurred that we’re just hearing about. It happened in a gated community built for the retirees from the Jordan Corporation,” Colclough said.

“What exactly happened sir?”

“Somehow a bio-weapon was released and killed them all.”

Jack sat back in his chair as he took in this information. “How many lives are we talking about here, sir?” he said.

“Three hundred and twenty-four.”

“How did it come by us, sir, is this some new weapon?”

“At the moment no one’s sure, so that’s what I want you to find out. As far as I’m aware, the local authorities are trying to contain it but you know what the media are like, if they smell even a hint of a story they’ll pursue it to the end.”

“Has anyone claimed responsibility for this act yet?”

“They may be waiting to see what response there is and then come forward, but as yet there’s been no claimant.”

“Has a Haz mat team been sent to the site to investigate?”

“They’re en route as we speak; I want you there to learn who’s behind this.”

“And stop them from doing the same somewhere else, I presume.”

“Exactly. It bothers me that this particular site was chosen for this event. Why this particular village, does it hold some significance for the unsub? If it does, you need to find out what before he moves on to somewhere more populated. You don’t need me to tell you how important this is Jack, so all I’ll say is good luck. You’re booked on the next flight out; it leaves in less than an hour so you’d better get a move on.”

Without a word Jack got to his feet and made his way to the door.

“Keep me informed Colonel,” Colclough said as he watched Jack leave his office.

As he left the office he stopped at Marta’s desk to say, “Have you got my travel arrangements?”

“Your C17 Globemaster leaves from JFK International in fifty minutes. Your contact once you arrive is Donald Frohme, head of security for the Jordan Corporation. You’ll be working closely with him and they assure us that you’ll have everything you need. The Haz mat team is led by Colonel Mary Qui of ATLAS Med Division and they should be all set up by the time you arrive.”

“What back up will I have?” Jack asked.

“Captain Waters will be on board along with Team Alpha, everything is in place. Your ride to the airport is waiting, Jack.”

With a stern expression he turned to leave.

“Come back safe, Jack,” she said as he left her room.
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Since the terrorist attack on the United States in 2001 on September 11, the United States made a decision to wage war on terror and take the fight to them. It was a problem that every country would face eventually so a joint task force from the US, the UK, Germany and France was set up. ATLAS Force, a military intelligence tactical unit, was set up in 2005 to take a different approach and, after initial teething troubles, began to do its job with a success rate that was unprecedented. After ten years ATLAS was a force to be reckoned with and received full funding from all member nations. ATLAS was actually an acronym; it stood for Advanced Threats, Locate And Secure. Whatever the threats – technological to biological – ATLAS was there to ensure they were nullified.

Jack’s transport was a Bell 222 chopper, which took him straight to the airport, his go-bag already deposited inside ready for him to collect. The chopper deposited Jack at the airport and he quickly alighted carrying his go-bag. 

The C17 Globemaster was a military transport that had been in use since the early nineteen eighties. It had a capacity to carry over one hundred soldiers to various locations, supporting all the latest communications and sensors available. It was parked on the runway as Jack got off the chopper where it would take off shortly after his arrival.

Jack sprinted across the reinforced concrete runway to the boarding ramp that had been lowered in preparation for his arrival. 

Jack was met on board the C17 Globemaster by a tall man dressed in the uniform of a SHARC, the Special Hot Zone Armed Response Commandos, an elite unit attached to ATLAS that was the teeth of the Force, a unit Jack also belonged to. The uniform was similar to all combat marines: black coveralls with patch pockets on the legs and arms and the insignia of the unit, a Shark breaching water with a lightning bolt slashing across it, on both arms high up at the shoulder. He also wore his standard sidearm, the Heckler Koch HK P30 on his hip. A derivative of the P2000 range it featured a double-stacked magazine that held fifteen rounds of 9mm ammunition. On his shoulder was slung an XM8 assault rifle, also manufactured in the United States from a design by Heckler and Koch. 

Jack recognised him and said, “Captain Waters, good to see you again.”

“You too, Colonel. The men are ready as ordered and waiting to be briefed as soon as you’ve settled in,” Waters said.

“Okay, tell the pilot we can leave soon as he has clearance,” Jack said, throwing his go-bag into the luggage compartment above his seat. He sat down and Waters sat next to him. Waters touched his ear to operate his comm. unit and said, “Everyone is on board Cap. You can take off when ready.”

Jack turned to Waters and said, “We’ve been ordered to Paradise Cove, a small village built by the Jordan Corporation which has been targeted with a bio weapon. A Haz mat team are en route as we speak and should be on site by the time we arrive. I hope they have some answers for us when we get there.”

“Do we know what was used and who is responsible, sir?” Waters asked.

“That’s what we are going to ascertain Captain.”

“Is that all we have to go on?”

“I’m afraid it is. I know it’s desperately thin but we’ll just have to cope and think on our feet, figure it out as we go along.”

“It’s what we do, sir,” said Waters with a smile.

Jack got out of his seat, took his go-bag down from the overhead compartment and extracted his sidearm and holster. He put on the holster beneath his jacket then fitted the HK P30 into it. He already knew the gun was ready to use as he’s checked it earlier in the day and kept it in a state of readiness. His life literally depended upon him being able to use it at any time so he made sure it was always available and ready to fire.

He returned to his seat as the C17 was making her final approach to the runway.

* * * * *
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THE VILLAGE OF PARADISE Cove was situated on an island off the coast of Tunisia. They would have to land at the airport that was just large enough to accommodate the plane. Luckily they had come equipped and ready for most eventualities. Inside the cargo hold of the C17 were two Cougar All Terrain Vehicles. They were designed to protect troops in combat against mines or improvised munitions. They could each carry a crew of two, plus another four soldiers.

As soon as the C17 touched down the two Cougars exited the loading ramp at the rear of the plane. The SHARC’s along with Jack had boarded the vehicles as the pilot of the C17 had put her down safely.

The journey to Paradise Cove was uneventful and the two vehicles were soon pulling up at the front of the gated community.

In front of the village, at a safe distance, was the Haz mat truck that served as the team’s mobile command centre. Jack had the drivers of the two Cougars pull up alongside the truck and they all got out.

A safe perimeter had been put in place by security, not the local authorities, but the Jordan Corporation. As they exited the Cougars a tall, blond-haired man walked towards them. He was dressed in a suit that must have cost a month’s pay for a soldier and he had the confident grace of someone used to being in command.

His angular face was set in a stern expression and his blue eyes fixed Jack in a stony glare as he approached them.

“You must be Donald Frohme. I’m Jack Flynn and I’ll be heading this investigation,” he said holding out his hand in greeting.

“I’ve made sure the media are kept away from here and a security perimeter is in place. No one gets in or out without us knowing,” Frohme said as he took the offered hand.

“What can you tell us of what happened here?” Jack asked.

Frohme looked pensive as if he was holding something back, which Jack noticed instantly.

“Okay, what are you not telling me?” Jack said. Before Frohme could reply another figure came towards them. Dressed in the uniform of a Colonel of ATLAS Force, Medical Corp, Mary Qui looked worried. She was in her mid thirties with flawless olive-toned skin and jet-black long hair that was tied back in a braid that hung down her back. Her deep brown eyes had the epicanthic folds that told of her Asian heritage along with the high cheekbones making her, in Jack’s opinion, very attractive. She was tall for someone with her heritage, standing at almost six feet. Her athletic build was testament to her training in the military. As she approached the small group she said, “Hi there, you must be Colonel Flynn.”

Jack looked at her and said, “Call me Jack.”

“Hi Jack, you can call me Colonel Qui and I’m in charge here,” she replied.

“I don’t want to pull rank here but I’m in charge of the investigation. Security trumps Med Corp every time,” Jack said with a straight-faced expression.

She stared at him for a second then said, “Thought you didn’t want to pull rank.”

“I don’t want to, but what I do need though is the cooperation of everyone here. Now before you arrived, Colonel...”

“Call me Mary,” she said making him stop and stare at her. 

With a hint of a smile he said, “Okay, Mary, before you arrived Mister Frohme here, was about to impart some vital information about the village.”

They both turned to look at the security chief who seemed to pale beneath their glare.

“Go ahead Mister Frohme, tell us what you were not telling me,” Jack said.

Swallowing hard Frohme said, “Shouldn’t we listen to what the Colonel here has to say about the village first? I take it that the threat has been nullified.”

“How do you come to that conclusion?” Jack asked.

“Simple, she isn’t wearing her Haz mat suit.”

“Call yourself an investigator?” Mary said with a smirk across her full lips.

Turning to face her Jack said, “Of course I noticed, I just wanted to see what kind of security chief we were dealing with. Now then Mary, what have you found in there? Has, like Frohme suggested, the threat been nullified, which may I say, would be very surprising if that were to be true, seeing as how little time you’ve had. I bet you’ve only had time for preliminary investigations, taking of air samples and checking the deceased to determine the cause of death. I’m guessing that whatever has been used here had dissipated long before you and your team arrived. How am I doing so far?”

“Very good,” Mary said as her smirk vanished.

“Right, let’s see what Frohme can add to this discussion. There’s something that you haven’t told us and I want to know what that is right now.”

Frohme swallowed hard and said, “I have been ordered to give you all the help I can by Mister Jordan himself.”

“And?”

“You have to understand that whatever you learn here is top secret and must remain just so.”

“I don’t understand, is this a government funded village? I was under the impression it was purpose built by and used only by retirees from your Corporation. If that’s the case then I have no obligation to keep anything secret.”

Frohme looked hesitant to say anything after what he’d just heard and because of this Jack said, “If you have any knowledge that will help with my investigation and you intentionally withhold it, you can be held responsible for any resultant injuries or deaths of innocent parties. Do I make myself perfectly clear Mister Frohme?”

“Perfectly Colonel,” Frohme said. He looked around him as if he was looking to see if anyone could overhear them then continued with, “The village is no ordinary village. It sits on top of a facility that the Jordan Corporation has used for the past decade or so.”

Jack looked from Frohme to Mary then back again. He said, “And what exactly is the purpose of this facility?”

“Bio weapons.”

“How do we get inside?”

“You think the weapon was released from inside there?” Mary said her voice raising an octave.

Jack turned to her and said, “He does or he wouldn’t be so reluctant for us to know about it. Released or escaped, it doesn’t matter which, the important thing is for us to get down there, and fast, to learn which it is.”

“I’m afraid that might not be possible for some time yet,” Frohme said.

Jack turned to face him, his face set in a stern expression. “You’d better explain that,” he said.

“The entire facility is in complete lockdown mode and we won’t be able to gain access until the threat has been eliminated.”

“Can’t you override the lockdown from a remote location?” Jack asked.

“Until the threat has been recognised and the appropriate steps taken against it, then the facility will remain locked.”

“Can you access internal sensors or comm. units or monitors even, so that we can see what’s going on down there?”

“Is there any way we can take samples from here to ascertain what the threat is and take the appropriate steps remotely?” Mary said.

“I wouldn’t think so, otherwise it wouldn’t be a total lockdown would it?” Frohme said with a hint of sarcasm.

Mary stepped forward, anger flaring at his suggestion that she did not know as much as her reputation implied. She said, “Now look here, I’ve worked with and inside facilities such as this one all around the world so I know that there is always a way inside even during a lockdown, otherwise we couldn’t deal with accidents such as this or help deal with terrorist threats.”

“The lady’s right Frohme, so where is the back door?” Jack said.

“I suppose we could try to access one of the escape tunnels, there’s one not too far from here,” Frohme said, after it was obvious that his stalling was not going to be allowed.

“Lead on,” Jack said. He turned to Mary and said, “Bring whatever you think you’ll need. I’m going to try and get some real-time pictures of what’s going on in there before we try and gain entrance. I’m not going to go in there blind, and neither are you.”

“How do you propose to do that?” Mary asked.

Jack gestured for Waters to come over to them. “Captain, take your best IT man and get him to hack into the facility’s internal computer. I want real-time pictures of what’s going on in there. You can relay them to our comm. pads. Leave a couple men here to guard the vehicles and to act as link between HQ and us, the rest of you gear up, we’re going in.” Jack turned back to Mary and said, “Like that.”

Frohme said, “There’s no way you’ll be able to hack the computer from here, the system is one of the best.”

“With respect sir, there hasn’t been a system built yet that can’t be hacked,” Waters said.

“Get to it Captain, time’s not on our side,” Jack said.

“On it, sir,” Waters said and walked away motioning for his team to gather round as he issued them their orders.

“What do you mean, ‘time’s not on our side’?” Frohme asked.

“Well if what happened down there wasn’t an accident it leaves us only one other option.”

“Which is?” Mary asked, with a feeling of dread building inside her.

“That whatever happened was done deliberately, either to cover someone’s tracks or as a deliberate act of either terrorism or industrial espionage,” Jack said.

Mary turned to Frohme and said, “What kind of bio weapons are made down there and are any stored there?”

“You name it we make it and a few experimental ones too. It’s one of the biggest and best developers of bio weapons.”

“So your safety protocols should be of the highest standard also, but if that’s the case how did this happen?” Mary said.

Frohme’s face flushed with anger and he was about to say something when Jack said, “She has you there, Frohme, so before you say or do anything what say we try and salvage this along with your career?”

“The exit tunnel is this way,” Frohme said, his face still red with anger as he led the way.

Jack turned to Mary and said, “You’d better organise your team to carry on while you’re with us, I’ll have Captain Waters leave a man behind with them just in case.”

“Okay,” she said and called her team on the comm. unit in her ear.

Jack had a quick word with Waters and before she had finished instructing her team a tall marine was standing at her side. “Lieutenant Michael Rhodes at your service Colonel Qui,” he said.

“My team is expecting you Lieutenant,” she said. He left the group and they set off for the underground facility. 
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Private Carl Henry sat in his seat in the Cougar and entered his password into the terminal of the computer on his lap. He accessed the local network and used a satellite feed to gain access to the computer network in the gated community. He reasoned that there would be some link between the facility and the small community seated above it should something catastrophic happen and they needed to communicate with those in the facility. His supposition bore fruit and within moments he had a live feed from the security cameras down there routed through to the SHARC’s comm. pads. 

* * * * *
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JACK STOOD AT THE SIDE of the sealed door that led to the escape tunnel. It was situated in the side of a cliff face on the northern edge of Paradise Cove. Standing with him were Mary, Captain Waters and the rest of Team Alpha and Frohme. Team Alpha and Captain Waters were all looking down at their comm. pads whilst Mary stood with Jack looking at the live feed on his.

“They’re all dead, every single one of them,” Mary said her expression ashen.

“Can you determine what killed them from these images?” Jack said.

“Not really, I can rule out a few things such as certain plagues that make you bleed from every orifice, obvious things like that, but then I’m not certain what it could be without getting inside to examine the bodies.”

“Okay, that’s what we’ll have to do then,” Jack said, looking at his screen again. “Wait a minute, there’s a void. There’s a room down there that isn’t showing up on the monitors, which means that’s where they are.” He turned to Waters and said, “Okay Captain, you’re up.”

Waters waved two of his men forward and they got to work on opening the door. They started on the locking mechanism by the side running wires from a box they brought with them to certain switches hoping to bypass the control mechanism. Within a few seconds they had the door wired so that all they had to do was flip the switch. They looked at their commander and said, “We’re good to go, sir.”

“Do it,” Waters said and they opened the door. 

Air was released in a loud ‘whoosh!’ as the airtight seal was broken. The huge steel door slowly began to swing open on the huge foot-long hinges. The door was roughly two feet thick and took several minutes to fully open. Mary had a sensor device in her hand reading the air content the second the seal had been broken.

“Okay, it’s clear, we can proceed,” she said.

“Wow Doc, you left that a bit late didn’t you?” Waters said.

“I was pretty sure it would be safe, after all whatever killed those people down there is the same thing that killed those poor inhabitants of the village above and it was clear there. I had to
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