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CHAPTER 1:
Terrorism
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Hollywood – The Seth Gannon Investigators’ home

Seth Gannon, leader of the Seth Gannon Investigators, stared in disbelief at the television screen. The room was heavy with silence, save for the crackling sound of the breaking news report. Around him, a few members of his team sat, their faces reflecting shock and horror as they watched the breaking newscast. 

Delaney Sullivan, his darling, curled up on his lap, her sapphire-blue eyes filled with anguish. She clung to him tightly, as if needing reassurance that the world hadn’t just been turned upside down. ‘God, I can’t believe it,’ she whispered. She squeezed his arm, her fingers digging into his skin. ‘Why would they do that? What sort of people are they?’

‘Muslim terrorists, surely?’ Seth said.

On the television screen, the once-proud Statue of Liberty lay in ruins, reduced to a smouldering heap of twisted metal and crumbled stone. A landmark synonymous with freedom and hope, now nothing but rubble. The camera panned over the wreckage, capturing the scattered remains of what had once been one of the world’s most famous monuments.

The news anchor’s voice was grim as she relayed the latest update:

A warning was issued before the explosion, with the terrorists instructing security to order an evacuation. Most tourists and workers fled in time, but five individuals remain unaccounted for and are believed to have perished in the blast. The motive behind the warning remains unclear, but authorities suspect the perpetrators intended this act as a statement rather than a mass-casualty attack.

Hugh Collins, Seth’s right-hand man and second in charge of the SGI, scoffed at the broadcast. ‘Not likely to be Muslims then. They don’t care how many innocent people they blow up. In fact, they seem to revel in it.’

Delaney’s full, lush red lips curled in disgust. ‘Well they’re still low life scum of the earth to me! It’s sickening. And it seems some didn’t make it out.’

Baker Deans, a short but stocky member of the team, crossed his arms. ‘And this is just their second target. They’re still out there. God knows how many landmarks they’ll destroy before someone stops them.’

The report continued:

Experts have determined that the explosives were strategically planted at key structural points beneath the statue. Surveillance footage confirms that they were placed within an hour before detonation. Security personnel on guard were neutralised with chilling precision, indicating that the attackers were highly trained operatives. There were no traces left behind - no camera footage, no forensic evidence. The calculated nature of this assault suggests the involvement of a military-grade unit. Authorities believe this is the same group responsible for the destruction of London’s Big Ben last weekend, an attack executed in a nearly identical fashion. Both British and American intelligence agencies remain baffled by the group’s motives.

Hugh scowled. ‘What a load of crock. Someone must know something. If these bastards are trying to hold world powers to ransom, then they’ve already contacted someone. The real question is who’s keeping quiet?’

‘What could they want though?’ asked Baker. ‘Money? Power?’

Taffy Pycroft, one of the SGI’s more eccentric members, paused from munching on a sandwich to comment. ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if they want to corner all the world’s food markets or something. That’s what I’d do if I was them.’

It was just like Taffy to be thinking of food. Their large companion was known for his huge appetite. 

Baker snorted. ‘Yeah! That’s the sort of thing you used to do at High school. Terrorise other kids for food.’

Seth’s attention was quickly drawn back to the television when a major announcement came over the air.

This just in. The terrorists have made contact with authorities and issued their demands. They identify as an unnamed group of Americans claiming independence from any government. Their targets are landmarks within all countries under the United Nations. Their demand? A staggering sum of one hundred billion dollars. If their demands are not met, they vow to continue their campaign of destruction.

A stunned silence followed. Then Cameron Vincent, their recent recruit, swore under his breath. ‘Jesus!’

‘Well at least someone’s owning up to having been contacted now,’ Hugh said. ‘I guess I spoke too soon.’

Seth exhaled sharply, his mind racing. ‘I’m with you though. I say they were contacted a lot sooner than this. The terrorists blew up Big Ben. I’m willing to bet the UN just weren’t willing to play ball with the terrorists, so this attack is in retaliation to that.  Still, can’t believe it’s all about money. There’s gotta be more to it than that.’

Delaney nodded, running her fingers through her dark, wavy hair. ‘There’s something bigger alright. I just wonder how far they’re willing to go to get what they really want.’

Hugh sipped on a glass of beer. ‘Kind of strange that it’s Americans doing it though. I mean targeting their own country?’

‘Traitorous bastards.’ Baker glared.

‘Doesn’t mean they’re calling the shots,’ Seth pointed out. ‘They could be mercenaries working for foreign interests. Hell, it could still be Muslim extremists bankrolling them. Money makes people do crazy things.’

‘True.’

Their private business phone rang. Seth reached for it and answered. ‘Seth Gannon.’

‘Mr Gannon. My name is General Jackson Muldoon of the United Nations...’

Under normal circumstances, Seth would have dismissed the call as a prank, but after what he had just seen, he knew better. His grip tightened on the phone. ‘Seriously?’

‘Yes, I take it you are watching the news about the latest terrorist attack.’

‘I am.’

Muldoon’s voice was grave. ‘Then I’ll get straight to the point. The United Nations is in a dire situation, and we have no choice but to enlist your services.’

Seth frowned. ‘What? We’re not a counter-terrorism unit. You should be calling MI6 or the CIA.’

‘I’m afraid we can’t,’ Muldoon replied. ‘The terrorists have made specific demands. At first, we didn’t take them seriously. But after the destruction of Lady Liberty, we can’t afford to ignore them any longer.’

Seth’s pulse quickened. ‘What kind of demands? What does this have to do with us?’

Muldoon hesitated. Then, with a weight that sent a chill down Seth’s spine, he said, ‘Mr Gannon... the terrorists are demanding to deal with you personally.’

*          *          *
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Seth, Cameron and Hugh had to catch an emergency flight to New York where they met with the UN officials and other dignitaries. Muldoon had been cryptic over the phone, revealing little beyond the bare necessity. Seth was still in the dark as to why the terrorists specifically wanted to deal with him and his team, and that mystery gnawed at him.

As they entered the secure conference room, Seth was momentarily taken aback by the sheer magnitude of the meeting. Seated at the long oak table were some of the most powerful leaders in the world. The President of the United States was present, his expression one of deep concern, while the British Prime Minister sat beside him, tense and pensive. High-ranking intelligence officers, military personnel and senior UN delegates filled the remaining seats, all waiting for the briefing to begin.

Muldoon stood at the head of the table, his face as hard as granite. He cleared his throat, drawing everyone’s attention. ‘This terrorist organisation contacted us immediately after their attack on Big Ben. They issued demands - demands we cannot and will not meet. They threatened that if their conditions were not fulfilled, they would continue their wave of destruction, targeting other famous landmarks across the globe.’ He paused for a moment, as if ready to deliver the real kicker. ‘Then they made a rather bizarre request. They made a challenge.’

Seth nearly scoffed. ‘Challenge?’

‘A challenge for us to stop them. But not just anyone. They want you, the Seth Gannon Investigators.’

Seth ran his fingers through his dark brown hair. ‘What? But that’s stupid. They’re gonna keep destroying things if they don’t get the money, right? So you’re gonna do everything you can to stop them anyway. Send in the army to undertake the challenge... hell, you’ve got multiple armies and organisations you could use. They’re gonna have more success in stopping these douchebags than us.’

The president spoke. ‘It’s not that simple. We have no idea where these terrorists are going to strike next. However they have agreed to tell us where they will strike if you, the Seth Gannon Investigators are the only ones brought in to stop them.’

Seth reeled. It still seemed inconceivable to him and when he looked at his comrade's faces he could still see the same disbelief.

Muldoon continued. ‘They have said that if there are even any agents seen, the terrorists will attack another place instead, one that we don’t know about... and not just tourist attractions either, city buildings filled with citizens. There’s no way we can prepare for that.’

The British Prime Minister spoke.  ‘We have already attempted to try other methods against these people. And because we did, they blew up the Statue of Liberty. We have no choice. We either pay them the money they ask or we play their game. What would you have us do?’

‘Why us?’

‘We’re as mystified as you,’ said Muldoon. ‘All we know is that these men are Americans. Whether they have some vendetta against the SGI, is unknown.’

Seth scowled. ‘Someone wants us in this mess for a reason. And I doubt it’s just for sport.’

‘Perhaps. Do you have any suspicions on who it might be?’

Seth thought back to their previous cases. ‘We have plenty of enemies, most of whom are locked up.’

‘How about Mr Shades?’ Hugh asked. ‘We never managed to nab him after we busted his plot to destroy Harvey’s Circus.’

‘Ah... the infamous Mr Bill Bowden,’ said Muldoon.  ‘He has been linked with gunrunners in the past. Supplying arms to terrorist organisations.  Maybe he is involved in this. We will double our efforts to try to find him.’

Seth didn’t feel at all confident about this whole deal. Whoever these terrorists were, they were going to be an enormous obstacle to overcome, not to mention an extremely dangerous one. Casualties would be likely and Seth did not like to lead his fellow investigators into one-sided battles. However, it seemed they had little choice. They had to do this for their country, for the United Nations, probably the biggest responsibility they would ever have.

‘So it’s all on us?’ Seth finally said. ‘Shit, they’re trained soldiers. How can we possibly hope to take them down? You’re telling us that the Seth Gannon Investigators are going to be responsible for the safety of possibly hundreds of people, not to mention protecting famous tourist attractions. That’s a ridiculously huge responsibility. What if we fail?’

‘Failure is not an option,’ Muldoon said gravely. ‘Let me be clear... if you do fail, no one will hold you accountable. But we don’t have any other viable options. You’re our only hope on this.’

The President nodded. ‘We’ve seen your track record. The way you dismantled that gang of pirates last year was nothing short of remarkable. You’ve proven yourself time and again.’

Seth winced. ‘I don’t  know if I’m willing to accept that kind of responsibility.’

‘We need, you Mr Gannon. Your country needs you. This world needs you.’

‘And you won’t be alone,’ the Prime Minister added. ‘We have assigned two highly skilled operatives to assist you - one former SAS, the other an ex-police officer with counter-terrorism experience. They are the best in their fields and will be invaluable to
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