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        Book one, The Modeen Factor, introduces decorated Australian Special Forces soldier Josephine Modeen, the kick-ass heroine we’d all like to have on our side. After leaving the military, Modeen is recruited by her old CO, now a team leader with national security agency NatSec.

      

        

      
        Book two, The Modeen Transformation, and book three, Modeen Black Ops, take us along on car chases, hostage rescues, and battles with terrorists, where Modeen’s mantra is always the same … go hard or go home.

      

        

      
        In Modeen Convergence, Modeen’s team converges in far north Queensland on what becomes a complex mission with dangerous links to the past.

      

        

      
        In Modeen Rogue, our heroine embarks on an unauthorised campaign of retribution. She’s going rogue … and going alone.

      

        

      
        In Modeen Redemption, NatSec is tasked with keeping safe the DOD’s latest and most advanced weapon. One that must be kept secure at all costs….
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      At the mission briefing they were given the settlement’s coordinates, not its name. Murmuring to Wolf, ‘Not a need to know, I guess,’ she received a grunt in reply.

      Later, as they left the briefing, he threw her a half-smart glance and drawled, ‘You bringin’ Walt on this one, Modeen?’

      ‘Always.’ She patted the Walther PPX concealed beneath her jacket. ‘Someone’s gotta keep Gator safe, he still owes me twenty bucks.’

      

      Trooper Jo Modeen rested the muzzle of her assault rifle, an H and K MP5SD6, on top of the sand-covered stone wall. The Special Forces squad had been kitted out with the silenced version of the MP5 before being dropped near the outskirts of a derelict village on the edge of the desert. Their assignment – to neutralise the armed insurgents entrenched in an old stone dwelling and causing trouble for advancing troops.

      From her position behind the wall, Modeen covered the backs of squad members Ben, Wolf and Gator as they entered the rear of the crumbling building some twenty metres away. She waited the prescribed thirty seconds and was about to emerge when three guerrillas, armed with AK47s, appeared around the side of the dwelling. Ducking back behind cover, she risked a peek over the wall and saw the guerrillas saunter to the rear entrance, weapons slung over their shoulders. After a brief pause by the doorway, they vanished inside.

      Cursing through tight lips, she ran through the scenario in her head.

      Close quarters and stealth.

      Slinging the MP5 over a shoulder, she sprang to her feet and, keeping low, raced toward the building. Yanking the PPX from beneath her vest as she ran, she pulled back and released the slide and heard the reassuring sound of the first round slamming into the chamber. She was five metres from the entrance when another guerrilla appeared around the corner to her right. He propped on seeing her and then slumped to his knees, before falling face-first into the sand with a neat entry hole in his forehead.

      Keeping ‘Walt’ at the ready, Modeen slid to a stop beside the building’s rear entrance. With her back pressed hard against the wall, she peered around the doorway’s splintered timber frame. The dwelling’s interior was almost as rough as its exterior. There were no internal doors, and the floors were bare, compacted earth beneath bullet-ridden walls. After a hasty glance around to check for more advancing guerrillas, she pushed off the wall and strode with purpose into the first room, scanning left to right and holding Walt ahead of her, finger poised on the trigger.

      As expected, the room was empty.

      Clear.

      She moved into the next room, once again checking left to right.

      Clear.

      As she entered the third, the hair on the back of her neck stood on end. Her PPX hissed and flashed twice in the dimly lit room, dropping two of the insurgents to her right. Before she could engage the third on her left, Wolf had spun around and strafed the man with two short bursts from his MP5. As he slammed against the wall, the rebel let out a scream and slid to the floor, releasing a spray of bullets into the already cracked ceiling.

      Lowering her head so the dislodged rubble and dust fell on her combat helmet, Modeen sighed as all hell broke loose inside the dwelling.

      So much for stealth.

      From the commotion, she estimated there were at least ten insurgents in the fourth, front room. Ben was backed against the wall near the doorway with his MP5 in his left hand. At the sound of advancing feet, he yanked the bayonet from its scabbard and in one fluid movement, drove the seven inch blade deep into the throat of the first rebel to rush into the room. Gurgling, the man fell backward, momentarily blocking the doorway.

      At a nod from Ben, Gator yanked two grenades from his vest, pulled the pins and rolled them into the front room.

      With urgent hand signals to his squad members, Ben laid down suppressing fire as all four raced out of the building. They had just cleared the rear exit when the front room exploded. Keeping their heads down, they sprinted across the heavy sand toward the wall. Modeen reached it first and wasted no time in turning and raising her MP5 to cover their retreat.

      When an insurgent appeared in the building’s doorway and aimed his rifle at them, she let loose a single shot … just as Gator unknowingly ducked into her line of fire. He gave a yell as the bullet grazed his shoulder making him jerk violently sideways. Behind him, the insurgent’s weapon slipped from his hands as he dropped to his knees and then toppled face-first to the ground.

      Clenching his teeth, Gator regained his balance and ran to the safety of the wall. Once behind it he fell to his knees clutching his shoulder, swearing under his breath and glaring at Modeen. She merely shrugged and maintained her watch as Wolf dug out a dressing and applied it to Gator’s bleeding shoulder.

      They stayed hunkered down there, silently waiting and watching for stragglers, until Ben declared it safe for them to proceed to the evac point.
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      To Josephine Modeen, that final tour of duty felt like a long time ago and a world away as she cruised along the Princess Motorway on a typical Australian morning. Under a cloudless expanse of sky, she sat at ease and comfortable behind the protective faring of her GTR 1400cc motorcycle.

      The bike suited her lifestyle. A single woman, she travelled light. In contrast, she ‘lived heavy’ by her own standards, although the small penthouse apartment on the Gold Coast wasn’t of her choosing. It had been an unsolicited gift, intended to provide a civilian base where she could live a ‘normal’ life … or so they said when insisting she accept it. But she knew what it was, this generous gift. It was one of the so-called perks of being an only child of wealthy, controlling parents.

      High court magistrate John Modeen and wife Freda, the daughter of a wealthy South African plantation owner, had emigrated to Australia in the early 1970s to settle in Sydney. When their defiantly tomboyish daughter announced her intention to enlist in the Australian Army, the well-to-do couple was none too pleased, to say the least.

      Her father had glared at her from his impressive height, making her feel like a child again. ‘And just what do you intend to do,’ he demanded in his best magistrate’s voice, ‘once you’ve finished dancing to the erratic tugs of the puppet master’s strings?’

      Not waiting for her to answer, he’d raised a hand to announce loftily, ‘You’ll soon become disillusioned with political capriciousness, or you’re no daughter of mine. And what sort of civilian job will soldiering qualify you for, hmm? A pig shooter? A snoring security guard?’ He tugged on his lapels and stuck out his chest. ‘Now as a lawyer, you’d have the justice system’s upper echelon to aspire to. But what career path does military service offer? Do you hope to rise through the ranks?’ Staring down his nose at her, he gave a disdainful sniff. ‘How many female Army generals do you know?’

      

      Through the tinted visor of her full-face helmet, Modeen read Lawrence Hargrave Drive Exit 500 metres on a fast-approaching green highway sign. The bike gave a smooth growl and surged forward as she accelerated to change lanes. Taking the exit ramp, she abandoned the busy motorway in favour of the scenic route that snaked along the ocean. Glancing every now and then at the passing vista, she crossed Sea Cliff Bridge and motored through Scarborough.

      Returning to her previous train of thought she sighed, recalling her naive assumption that being successful in her chosen occupation would change her parents’ attitudes toward it. But instead of easing into resigned tolerance, their resentment, her father’s in particular, had only intensified with each of her achievements. While her mother had secretly congratulated her on being selected as the first female to try out for, and be accepted into, the elite Special Air Services Regiment, her father had chosen to disparage the hard-won distinction as he did all her military awards.

      She clicked her tongue. The strained relationship with her father was like a burr under her blanket.

      And now I’ve had time to wind down from active service, time to think about my future, I actually AM wondering what there is for an ex-Special Forces soldier to do that’s worthwhile, satisfying, and mentally stimulating. I ’spose I could re-train and become an accountant, or a legal secretary … or maybe a barista?

      A wry grin tugged at the corners of her mouth as, keeping to the coast, she followed Memorial Drive south. It would take her through Wollongong and on to Batemans Bay, where she’d booked into the Esplanade Hotel for the night.

      As the bike ate up the miles, her thoughts turned to the reason for the road trip, and the invitation that was more like an order from her old CO, Ben Logan. On leaving the force almost two years ago, she’d followed tradition and promised to stay in touch with her SASR mates, but life, as it has a habit of doing, had put distance between them.

      That was why it came as a surprise when, out of the blue, Ben had called….

      

      ‘JD, I need you to come to a wedding.’

      ‘Is that you, Ben?’

      ‘It’s next Saturday, in Melbourne. I’ve arranged for you to stay with Jen Walters, one of the bridesmaids.’

      ‘Nice to hear from you too, Ben. Still got no time for small talk I see.’

      ‘Jen’s expecting you to arrive on the Friday at her place on Toorak Road West – said you’re welcome to stay the week if you like. She thinks you’re just a friend of the family attending the wedding.’

      ‘O ... kay.’ Modeen knew it wasn’t a social call. Her old CO didn’t ‘do’ social calls, at least not to his old squad members. ‘So what’s the mission?’

      Ben gave an amused snort and then sobered. ‘I need you to do some recon, on the quiet. I have suspicions about Jen’s other half.’

      ‘What sort of suspicions?’

      ‘Reckon he might be mistreating her.’

      ‘And if he is, surely that’s a matter for the police?’

      ‘I’ll handle it JD.’ His words were clipped, precise, his deep voice unwavering. ‘The police can’t do much in domestic violence cases, and tickling him with a feather won’t cut it. If my suspicions are confirmed, I want his “activities” stopped.’

      ‘Ooh.’ She grinned wickedly, ‘I’d hate to be in his shoes.’

      ‘You in?’

      ‘You bet.’

      ‘I’ll text you the details. See you in Melbourne.’
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      Pulling into the hotel car park, Modeen switched off the GTR’s ignition and removed her helmet, raking fingers through her closely cropped platinum-blonde hair and running a hand over her face. Out of habit she fingered the scar on her cheek. It was only a slight indentation, courtesy of a bullet that got close enough to graze her.

      The second and last one to get that close.

      With a roll of her left shoulder she got off the bike, stretched, and looked around, giving her ears time to adjust after hours of big motor hum. Taking a deep breath of the salty coastal air, she bent to unclip the GTR’s roomy panniers containing her gear. Slipping her helmet over her arm, she picked up the two panniers and strode into reception to check in, her snug-fitting black leathers creaking as she walked.

      The thought of a warm shower, followed by a cold drink to wash away the highway dust and dinner, was more than inviting. Grateful to find herself the only guest at the desk, she greeted the receptionist and handed over her credit card.

      ‘Modeen, for one night. I’ll be making an early start in the morning so I’ll settle the account now, thanks.’

      An early start … to finish the last eight hour leg of the journey to Melbourne.

      

      When the alarm on her smart phone chimed at just before five am she was already awake. With military precision she showered, dressed, threw the last few things into the panniers, and left the room, soundlessly locking the door behind her. The need for caution and stealth had been ingrained in her, and she had no desire to exorcise the useful skills in her kitbag of talents.

      Making her way through the deserted lobby, she deposited the room key in the early departure security box. Once outside in the early morning chill, she fastened the panniers onto the GTR, locking them into place, and pulled her black helmet over her still-damp hair.

      The instant she inserted the key and hit the start button, the bike’s motor roared into throbbing life and subsided to a throaty purr. Settling herself on the wide, padded seat – long trip comfort was one of the reasons she’d chosen that model – Modeen kicked the GTR into gear, pulled out of the car park, and re-joined the highway.

      Two and a half hours later her stomach told her it was time to stop. At the next set of golden arches she pulled in for a late breakfast. After collecting her loaded tray, she headed instinctively for a corner table where she could sit with her back against the wall. From there, she watched the comings and goings of the busy takeaway while she ate.

      Seeing a man in camouflage cargoes stroll past her table got her musing on the last mission of her Special Forces unit. She took another bite of her bacon and egg muffin, recalling how Gator had ribbed her about grazing him on purpose. He’d accused her of getting back at him for failing to cough up the twenty bucks he owed her from their last poker game.

      Thinking wryly, and I still haven’t seen a cent of that money, she drained her coffee cup and rose to make her way out to the waiting bike.
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      After cruising along Toorak Road West checking house numbers, Modeen nosed the GTR to the curb outside a Victorian-styled terrace house. Sitting on the bike with the engine running, she took in the well-maintained paintwork on the gracious old building, lacy metal fretwork on the upper and lower balconies, and the cottage garden surrounded by a high wrought iron fence.

      Certain she was at the right place, she idled the bike into the narrow driveway and parked on a patch of lawn in the front garden. She was dismounting when a slender young woman opened the front door and stepped onto the porch.

      ‘Jo?’

      Modeen removed her helmet, smiled and nodded.

      The young woman came down the stairs. ‘Hi, I’m Jenny.’ She made her way along the cobbled path, eyeing the GTR. ‘Hey, nice wheels! Ben said you’d probably be on a bike.’

      ‘OK to park it here?’

      ‘Fine.’

      Modeen inclined her head toward the terrace house. ‘You’ve got a lovely home.’

      ‘Thanks.’ Jenny flicked it a backward glance. ‘When we inherited it the place needed a bit of work, but it’s been a labour of love.’

      As the two women shook hands Jenny winced. ‘With a grip like that, you’re one of Ben’s ex-Army mates alright.’

      Hastily releasing her hand, Modeen murmured, ‘Sorry.’

      Jenny stretched her fingers as she went on. ‘But he didn’t mention you were so tall, and pretty.’ She gave a shy smile. ‘How tall are you?’

      ‘Five eleven.’

      Jenny nodded. ‘Right. Well, come on in. Would you like a cup of tea?’

      ‘Thanks Jen, but could you make it a coffee?’

      ‘Sure.’

      After unclipping the panniers from the bike, Modeen followed Jenny along the path to the house. ‘And I could do with a visit to the little girls’ room?’

      ‘Of course.’ Jenny held the front door open for her. ‘The bathroom’s the last door on the left at the end of the hall. Just leave your gear near the stairs. Oh, and how do you like your coffee?’

      ‘White with one, thanks.’

      

      Modeen pulled up a chair at the shabby chic kitchen table and watched as Jenny made their drinks.

      ‘Help yourself to the sugar.’ Jenny placed a mug of coffee in front of her. ‘So, Ben tells me you’re a security guard up in Queensland?’

      ‘Thanks. Yeah, that’s right.’ Modeen gave an amused snort. ‘Ben sure keeps his finger on the pulse.’ She blew on her mug and took a thoughtful sip. ‘We haven’t seen each other since I left the Army two years ago.’

      ‘His knowing stuff is just … Ben being Ben,’ Jenny said with a smile, ‘or so his sister tells me.’ Bringing her cup of tea to the table, she took a seat opposite Modeen and fixed her with a penetrating gaze. ‘You must be brave to be a security guard.’

      ‘Most of the time nothing much happens that requires bravery.’ Modeen took another sip of her coffee. It was hot and strong, just the way she liked it. ‘In security work, you’re on your own for hours on end. It can be awfully boring.’

      ‘Right. But if something did happen…?’

      ‘I’d deal with it.’ Modeen sat back to gaze at Jenny from over the rim of her mug, taking in the paleness of her cheeks and the shadows around her almond-shaped eyes. She shrugged. ‘After all, that’s what I’m there for.’

      ‘Right, right.’ Jenny looked out the window, pensively chewing her bottom lip, while Modeen took another mouthful of coffee. After a bit Jenny turned back, saying, ‘So … what does JD stand for?’

      ‘Josephine Dakota. But I prefer Jo or Modeen. That’s what most of the guys in the force used to call me. Only Ben calls me JD.’ She drained her mug.

      ‘Jo. Right. Now, I guess you’ll want to freshen up?’ At Modeen’s nod in reply, Jenny rose to her feet. ‘Okay, I’ll show you to your room.’

      Modeen collected her gear and followed her host up the polished timber staircase and along a short hallway. They passed what looked to be a sizeable master bedroom and then Jenny opened a door into a smaller, sunlit room.

      ‘You’re in here, Jo.’

      Modeen took in the tall brass bed, antique wardrobe and dressing table, and the tasteful pictures adorning the pastel-coloured walls. Striding to the lace-curtained window, she looked down into the front garden and out to the busy street.

      She turned to Jenny. ‘This is really nice.’

      ‘Thanks. I’ve put a towel in the downstairs bathroom for you. If there’s anything else you need, just sing out. Peter won’t be home ’til about eight-thirty.’

      The crease in Jenny’s brow at the mention of her husband’s name wasn’t lost on Modeen, nor was the unsteadiness of her host’s hands. There was something bird-like about the young woman, as though she ran on nervous energy.

      ‘On Fridays he likes to spend a few hours at the pub after work, to unwind.’ She gnawed her bottom lip and then realised Modeen was watching. Her expression cleared and she said brightly, ‘I figured you’d be hungry after the long trip, so dinner’s at six. I’ve made beef bourguignon.’

      ‘Sounds great. So where does he work, your Peter?’

      ‘At the steel mill. He’s a fitter and turner by trade.’ A bevy of emotions crossed Jenny’s face as she turned to leave, saying over her shoulder, ‘Anyway, make yourself at home, Jo.’

      

      Jenny’s beef bourguignon was delicious, as was the sticky date pudding that followed it. Savouring her last mouthful, Modeen was silently thanking Ben for arranging such agreeable accommodations when her conscience pricked her with a reminder of why she was there. Chastising herself for being lulled by the pleasant surroundings and good-natured host, she re-focused her attention on the purpose of her visit.

      After they’d cleared the dishes and stacked the dishwasher, the two women retired to the living room to finish the bottle of wine Jenny had opened with dinner. They’d only just settled into the comfy armchairs when they heard someone staggering up the back stairs.

      ‘That’ll be Pete.’ Jenny sprang to her feet and went to greet him at the back door.

      When she ushered him past the living room and into the kitchen, Modeen rose and moved closer to the doorway, ostensibly to examine the oil painting above the fireplace. But it was her ears, not her eyes, that were on alert … for what transpired in the kitchen. She could hear Jenny fussing over her husband while serving him his meal, and his occasional grunts in response.

      When Jenny came back into the room, she found Modeen peering at the photographs on the mantelpiece. In pride of place was a gold-framed picture of a beaming Jenny in bridal garb, standing beside a smug-looking, well-built man Modeen assumed was Peter. Next to it in a more recent picture, Jenny was easily recognisable as the blushing bride of the earlier photo, while a pudgy, balding Peter looked very little like his younger self. The supercilious expression was the same, however, only more blatant.

      A shout echoed from the kitchen. ‘Haven’t we got any beer?’

      With a nervous start, Jenny called, ‘Coming, Love.’ As she made to dash out, Modeen said quietly, ‘Look Jen, I’ve had a big day and feel like an early night. Think I’ll turn in. See you both in the morning. And thanks again for a lovely dinner.’

      ‘You’re welcome, Jo,’ a distracted Jenny threw over her shoulder. ‘See you in the morning.’

      

      After slipping into a pair of soft cotton tracky pants and cropped tee-shirt, Modeen retrieved a Macintosh tablet from one of her panniers and climbed into bed. She was checking her messages when she heard heavy footsteps on the floor below. Sitting still, she listened and heard a distinct thud, followed by the squawk of the TV being turned on.

      Focusing her attention back to the tablet, she finished reading her emails. At around twenty-three hundred hours when the house fell silent, she closed the tablet, rolled onto her side, and gave her heavy, travel-weary eyelids permission to close.

      At one of their early sorties, Gator had told her with gruff admiration, ‘Reckon you sleep with one eye open, Modeen.’ He had dared a big-noting private to steal the pack of cards she kept in her boots, while she was sleeping. With the other squad members looking on, the cocky young private had crept over to her swag. Squatting and reaching for her boots, he’d frozen mid-reach when the tip of her knife’s blade pressed against his throat.

      ‘Lookin’ for something?’ she’d enquired coolly, to the great amusement of Gator and the other members of the troop.

      Yes, in her line of work, being a light sleeper certainly had its advantages….

      

      Rising early the next morning, Modeen jogged down Toorak Road toward the Royal Botanic Gardens, admiring the war memorials as she passed. By the time she was heading back to Jenny’s on the last leg of her ten kilometre run, the city had come alive with the rattle of trams and other early morning commuter bustle.

      Once back in her room, still warm from the run, Modeen finished her morning workout with sit-ups and push-ups, and then took a shower and got dressed. Not long after, she heard Jenny stirring and smelled the aroma of coffee. Stepping out of her room, she eased the door closed behind her and made her way to the kitchen.

      Peter didn’t surface until ten. The steps creaked under his weight as he made his way downstairs. Shuffling into the kitchen he barked, ‘Coffee, Love.’

      ‘Right here.’ Jenny put a steaming mug on the table in front of him. ‘Would you like another one, Jo?’

      ‘Yes please.’ Modeen addressed her response to Jenny but was staring at her husband, sizing him up.

      Seeing that, Jenny said in a rush, ‘Jo, this is my husband Peter.’

      Modeen rose and extended a hand. She and Peter were the same height, but that was where their similarities ended. While she was tall, slim and athletic, he was tall, flabby and unfit.

      He took her compact, capable hand in his meaty one. Muttering, ‘Not a bad grip,’ he sniggered, showing cracked, nicotine-stained teeth. ‘Could use you down at the mill, we need another tea lady.’

      And there it is, she thought cynically. Didn’t take him long to descend into idiocy.

      Letting it slide, she sat down again as Jenny piped up, ‘Jo’s a security guard.’

      ‘Really, a female guard?’ Peter shot her a doubting look and scoffed, ‘Well, I’m sure that’s fine if you’re up against a gang of smurfs. But what if a real crim fronted up to you, say a man my size?’

      Fixing him with a disdainful gaze, she replied evenly, ‘Haven’t met anyone that couldn’t be stopped by a bullet.’

      ‘Oh! So a pretty thing like you plays with guns?’

      ‘They’re standard issue for the work I do.’

      An apprehensive Jenny interrupted them. ‘You should see her motorbike, Pete. It’s a beauty.’

      ‘Let me guess,’ he sneered, ‘a little pink Vespa?’

      Unruffled, Modeen eyed him levelly.

      I’ve got your measure, pal.

      Jenny’s brittle smile dissolved and she threw Modeen an apologetic glance. ‘No, it’s that big blue one out the front.’

      Rising to her feet, Modeen went to the sink and rinsed her mug. ‘Don’t worry about the second cup for me, Jen, I’m going to hit the shops. What time are we leaving for the wedding?’

      ‘It starts at four, so I’d like us to leave here around three. Because I’m in the bridal party, I need to be there well before the guests start arriving.’

      ‘No worries, I’ll be back in plenty of time.’

      

      For part of the way Modeen retraced the route she had taken earlier that morning, except this time she walked diagonally through the park and across the Yarra river into the bustling inner city. Turning down Bourke Street, she followed the aroma of freshly roasted coffee beans to a quiet, softly-lit café.

      As she savoured her barista-brewed flat white, her froth-tipped mouth stretched into a grin. She recalled Ben telling her at the awards ceremony of the battle he’d had with his wife’s treasured espresso machine, one from which he hadn’t emerged victorious. For a man of few words, he’d been unusually chatty in the lead-up to the award presentations. But when his turn came, and with his jubilant loved ones looking on, he stood tall, broad-shouldered and proud while receiving the prestigious Victoria Cross, the highest award for any member of the Australian Defence Force.

      Modeen’s own family had declined her invitation to attend the ceremony, despite the fact that she too received an award, the Star of Gallantry for ‘heroism in circumstances of great peril’. It was clear that time hadn’t dimmed her father’s contempt for his daughter’s choice of military service as a career. Refusing to let her parents’ snub spoil the day, Modeen had instead focused on celebrating Ben’s award for efforts ‘above and beyond the call of duty’ during Operation Slider.

      The award presenter had described how, when deployed by helicopter into a nest of enemy machine gunners, Ben and his unit had been pinned down. After they’d managed to neutralise one of the enemy machine guns, Ben dispatched two of the insurgents by hand and exposed his position to draw fire away from the other troops. He then single-handedly stormed two more of the remaining machine gunners, defeating them both at close quarters, while the squad overpowered the third.

      Yes, that VC was well deserved.

      Modeen smiled at the memory of Ben’s muscular six foot four frame towering over everyone else at the gala occasion. But he’d projected only cool composure amidst all the pomp and ceremony.

      Just another walk in the park for Corporal Ben Logan….

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      After exploring the city and touring the old Melbourne Jail, Modeen found a cosy spot for lunch in an Irish-themed pub. She sat listening to the Irish music issuing from the wall-mounted speakers and watched the other diners chatting, flirting, eating, or growing increasingly wobbly on their bar stools courtesy of copious amounts of Stout.

      After lunch, she headed back to the terrace house to find Jenny upstairs, getting ready for the wedding. A dinner-suited Peter was in the lounge room having a beer in front of the TV. Seeing his dour, less than impressed expression, brought on by the tightness of his suit she decided, Modeen skirted the room and skipped upstairs. Grabbing her wedding outfit and toiletries bag from her room, she went back down and headed to the bathroom.

      After shedding her clothes, she stepped into the shower and went to task with the soap and shampoo. At one stage she thought she heard the bathroom door rattle and pulled aside the shower curtain to check, but all was well in the room. All the same, she was glad she’d locked the door out of habit.

      Emerging from the bathroom she found Jenny, all made up and gorgeous in a figure-hugging satin gown and with her hair piled in glossy waves on top of her head, doing twirls in front of her husband. When she came to a stop after the last twirl, Modeen glimpsed a bruise on her shoulder. She’d obviously tried to cover it with make-up, but its dark shadow was still visible under the shoestring strap of her gown.

      When he noticed Modeen watching from the doorway Peter rose, turned off the TV, and said gruffly, ‘I’ll get the car out.’

      They arrived at the church in good time. When Jenny dashed off to ‘do her bridesmaid thing’ as Peter put it, Modeen spied Ben stepping out of another car. At her approach, his face lit up and he pulled her into a bear hug.

      ‘Good to see you, JD.’

      ‘You too, Ben.’

      Still smiling, he indicated the smartly dressed woman standing behind him. ‘You know my wife Emily?’

      ‘Yes of course,’ Modeen replied warmly. ‘Hi Emily, it’s been a while.’ The two women greeted each other with a kiss on the cheek.

      ‘Nice to see you, Jo. And would you like to meet our new addition?’ Emily moved aside to reveal a pram.

      ‘Oh, wow! Who’s this?’ Modeen cooed, eyeing the little bundle of joy.

      ‘Chelsea.’

      ‘Well, well.’ She leaned over the pram to peer at the tiny sleeping form swaddled in pink.  ‘You two have been busy.’

      ‘And speaking of busy,’ Emily said ruefully, ‘I think she needs changing. So if you’ll excuse me….’ She began wheeling the pram away only to turn and throw them a stern glance. ‘Now I don’t want you two talking shop the whole time. No gory war stories, do I make myself clear?’

      Swallowing a grin, Ben saluted and barked, ‘Ma’am, yes Ma’am!’

      Emily arched an eyebrow at him in mild amusement as she headed toward the amenities, leaving the two of them gazing after her.

      ‘You’ve got a great family there, Ben.’

      ‘Thanks. I’m a lucky man.’

      ‘So, who’s wedding is this anyway?’

      ‘Anne-Marie’s.’ At Modeen’s blank stare, Ben elaborated. ‘My little sister’s.’

      ‘Oh … right.’

      ‘Didn’t I tell you that before?’

      Modeen shook her head at him. ‘You were a bit stingy with the details.’ Narrowing her eyes, she murmured, ‘But that’s okay, ’cos you’re generous with the ones that count.’

      

      During the wedding ceremony, Modeen studied the assembled throng from her position at the back of the church, and found it easy to ‘spot the Logan’. Ben’s parents were both tall and well built, his sister the same. Modeen smiled, recalling someone describing the Logan family as ‘The Karri trees of the human forest’.

      She smiled again during the signing of the marriage certificate. At the sight of Anne-Marie’s no-nonsense, resolute expression as she signed her maiden name for the last time, Modeen gave a silent snort.

      I know that look.

      

      As the happy couple made their way to the beribboned limousine, the guests gathered on either side of the pathway to shower them with rose petals before they were ferried away for photographs. Taking advantage of the commotion, Ben pulled Modeen to one side.

      ‘How’s the surveillance going?’

      ‘Peter Walters is an obnoxious, condescending pig,’ she replied sweetly while throwing her last handful of petals in the air above the beaming bride, ‘but I haven’t seen him physically hurt her.’ She brushed her now empty hands together. ‘He strikes me as the type though, and she does have a suspicious-looking bruise on one shoulder.’ Pursing her lips, she mused, ‘Though she could’ve got that by simply bumping into something.’

      While joining the other guests in waving off the newlyweds, she continued with her report, taking care to keep her voice low. ‘Seeing the way she panders to him, I’d say Jenny must have a victim complex. Why else would she put up with his demeaning crap?’

      Ben didn’t speak or look at her, but she could tell he was listening intently while waving at the departing limo.

      ‘If you like, I’ll hang around ’til Tuesday. I’ve got some old friends I wouldn’t mind looking up while I’m here.’

      ‘Thanks JD, appreciate it.’

      ‘Any time, Ben, you know that. But let’s face facts. What can you or I do if we discover your suspicions are correct, only to find Jenny won’t stand up to him?’

      He squinted at her and rapped, ‘Leave that to me,’ making her feel like she was once more talking to Corporal Ben Logan. ‘Here, take this.’ He handed her a late model Nokia mobile. ‘Keep it on you at all times and let me know if anything eventuates. I’ve put my details in the contact list, and if you get into trouble just hit my number and I’ll have someone there ASAP.’

      ‘Hang on, this is a bit over the top isn’t it? I have my own phone, why don’t you just give me your number?’

      ‘Let’s just say I feel safer knowing you have that phone.’

      ‘Really? What aren’t you telling me?’ She gave him a sideways look. ‘Should I have brought Walt along?’

      ‘No.’ But his eyes glinted. ‘You kept the PPX, hey?’

      She gave a nonchalant shrug. ‘I just like to play it safe and have all my bases covered.’

      He gave an amused grunt.

      ‘Tell me something, Ben?’

      ‘Fire away.’

      ‘What made you so sure I’d be able to drop everything and come to this wedding?’

      He lowered his head and said softly, ‘I’ve got eyes and ears all over the place these days, JD.’

      ‘Oh yeah?’ Her eyes lit up with curiosity. ‘So who are you working for now?’

      ‘I—’ Taking a quick glance over his shoulder, Ben said hurriedly, ‘I’ll be in touch before you leave, with a proposition.’

      ‘A proposition? That’s interesting.’ Leaning in to whisper, ‘Why can’t you tell me now?’ she saw Ben tilt his head toward an approaching Emily.

      Marching up to them, she ordered, ‘Right you two, break it up. What did I tell you about this?’ and she waved an accusing finger from one to the other and back again. ‘Come on, it’s time to make our way to the reception.’

      

      ‘This is a great venue.’ Modeen gazed around the courtyard, taking in the profusion of leafy real plants softening the trompe-l’oeil-decorated walls, the statue of Venus pouring water from an urn into the central pond, the glimpse of stars through the vine-covered timbered roof of the pergola.

      Emily nodded. ‘The Italian Courtyard is very popular for weddings. Anne-Marie had to book months in advance.’

      They made their way to the bar and found Peter Walters perched on a stool with two empty Crown Lager bottles in front of him.

      Catching sight of Modeen, he yelled, ‘There’s a tab! You can get anything you want, even spirits!’

      She grimaced inwardly. ‘Peter, do you know Ben and Emily Logan?’

      He shook his head. ‘Heard Jenny speak about you is all.’

      ‘Ben is the bride’s big brother.’

      Fixing the other man with a steely gaze, Ben extended a large hand, which Peter shook.

      ‘Big alright.’ Peter gazed in awe at Ben as the barman placed two full Crown Lagers and a glass of champagne on the bar. Wincing, Peter yanked his hand out of Ben’s vicelike grip and threw him an accusing frown. Mumbling, ‘Talk to you later,’ he collected the drinks and rose to his feet. ‘Gotta make sure the missus gets her bubbly.’

      With an amused glance at her husband, Emily left the baby with him while she went to check on the seating arrangements.

      Ben caught the barman’s eye. ‘A champagne, and one … make that two … Scotch ’n Cokes, thanks.’ He looked enquiringly at Modeen and received a nod of approval.

      The barman had just served their drinks when Emily returned to announce, ‘I’ve checked the seating chart.’ With a sympathetic glance at Modeen she said, ‘You’re at that table, Jo,’ and pointed to where Peter sat downing the second of his two beers. ‘Ben and I are at the Logan family table.’

      ‘Right.’ Gritting her teeth, Modeen made her way reluctantly to her assigned place. Luckily for her, Peter chose that moment to return to the bar.

      She was about to pull out her chair when a young man at a nearby table rose and did the honours. ‘Hi, I’m Michael.’ He smiled into her eyes.

      ‘Jo.’ She returned the smile and shook his extended hand.

      ‘Nice grip,’ he said with satisfaction. ‘I hate limp hand shakes, they give me the heebee jeebees.’

      ‘Yeah they give me the creeps too.’

      Michael proved to be pleasant company, more so than Peter who spent most of the time at the bar while Jenny was busy with bridesmaid duties. Their entrées came and went, then the main meal followed by speeches, dessert, and finally dancing to the lively music of an accomplished four piece band.

      As was usual when she attended crowded social events, Modeen found it hard to relax, and at every chance, got up to stand at the back of the room from where she had a good view. If modern warfare had taught her anything, it was that anyone could be a potential enemy.

      Military training isn’t something one can simply drop and leave on the battle field, she pondered. It infiltrates every aspect of life.

      She kept a visual on Peter, watching him become more intoxicated as the night went on, and trying to chat up any woman within earshot. At one stage, Michael came looking for her to ask for a dance. When she tactfully declined, he moved on and didn’t ask again. He was nice enough, but she wasn’t interested in forging new friendships. She still felt the sting of losing too many close friends in action, and preferred keeping her own company most of the time.

      It was safer that way.

      At around midnight, a weary Jenny came looking for her. ‘Hey Jo, I’m going to grab Peter. Are you ready to go?’

      ‘Ready when you are.’ Modeen tilted her chin toward the bar. ‘Peter’s up there.’

      As they made their way through the cluster of chicken-dancing bodies on the dance floor, the two women were swept into the happy mayhem. Jenny was out of breath by the time they reached the bar.

      Still laughing, she grabbed Peter by the arm. ‘Come on Pete, time to go.’

      He jerked his arm free, slurring, ‘I’ll jush … finish m’beer,’ and downed the remains of the bottle, spilling some on his shirt as he did so.

      Modeen looked on in disdain as he leered at her drunkenly and then sniffed and wiped the dribbles off his chin with an unsteady hand.

      ‘C’mon, Love,’ Jenny said kindly, ‘let’s go home.’ She took him by the arm and led him, burping loudly and weaving on his feet, to the car. Reaching into his pocket, she grabbed the car keys and hit the button to unlock the doors.

      ‘We’ll let Pete have the back seat, Jo,’ she murmured, ‘you can sit up front with me.’

      After they’d helped him into the car Jenny fastened his seatbelt, but as soon as she and Modeen were seated in the front, he undid the belt and leaned forward to thrust his head between them.

      Squawking, ‘Home old girl, and don’t spare the horses!’ he dissolved into high-pitched giggles and fell back against the seat.

      Jenny rolled her eyes. ‘Pete! Put your belt back on.’

      ‘Yeah … right. Don’t wan’ the boys in blue pullin’ us over.’ He gave a raucous laugh and fumbled for the belt, while the two women exchanged pained glances.

      

      When they arrived back at the house, Jenny said brightly, ‘Right, who’s for a nightcap? Tea, coffee or hot chocolate?’

      ‘I’ll have a coffee.’

      ‘Sure, Jo.’

      ‘’N I’ll ’ave a beer.’

      Jenny’s smile faded as she cajoled, ‘Don’t you think you’ve had enough for tonight, Pete?’

      ‘I’ll *hick* be the best judge of that.’ He slumped into a chair and gave a loud burp.

      ‘Manners, Pete! We have a guest.’

      ‘Ish that what she ish?’ He leered at Modeen who eyed him with silent contempt.

      ‘Come on Love, why don’t you have a nice cup of tea?’

      ‘No!’ He thumped the table with both fists. ‘I want a freakin’ BEER.’

      Jenny raised her hands defensively. ‘Okay, okay,’ she soothed, ‘no need to get upset.’

      ‘Then stop stuffin’ ’round and get me that flamin’ beer!’

      Scurrying to the fridge, Jenny grabbed a can and handed it to Peter. Glaring at her as he snatched the can, he pulled the ring top and made a point of taking a big swig, allowing beer to run down his chin and onto the table.

      Swallowing and blinking hard, Jenny turned away and finished making hot drinks for herself and Modeen, who had taken a seat at the head of the table where she could keep a close eye on both of them.

      After a bit, Jenny sniffed and turned to say with forced brightness, ‘Wasn’t Anne-Marie’s wedding dress just gorgeous?’

      Crushing his empty can in one hand and slamming it onto the table, Peter growled, ‘Well if that’s all y’gonna talk about, I’m off t’bed. ’N I’ll take another beer for the road … er … stairs.’ He threw Modeen a sideways smirk while Jenny rushed to get him another beer. When she held out a chilled can, he grabbed it and snarled, ‘And don’t you be long.’ Ripping it open, he rose unsteadily to his feet and stomped off, dripping beer froth on the floor as he went.

      Without finishing her tea, Jenny put her mug in the sink. ‘I’d better not keep him waiting. Goodnight, Jo. We’ll talk about the wedding in the morning.’

      ‘Sure, Jen.’ Modeen was about to say more, but bit her tongue.

      She stayed seated at the table until she’d finished her coffee. Rising, she rinsed out her mug, checked the back door was locked, turned off the kitchen light and quietly made her way upstairs.

      As she drew near the master bedroom, she heard raised voices followed by a loud slap, a suppressed cry, and the sound of crashing furniture. Flinging open the door, she found a swaying Peter standing over Jenny, who was cowering in a corner, sobbing and nursing the side of her reddening face.

      When Modeen advanced into the room, Peter turned and jabbed his index finger at her. ‘’N if you give me any lip, security guard, you can pack your bags ’n go.’

      As he made to shove her out the door, Modeen grabbed his hand in a wrist lock that brought him to his knees with a howl of pain. She followed through with a knee to the chin, and his head snapped back and hit the end of the bed with a sickening thud. He blinked, sat up, and touched the side of his mouth. Seeing blood on his fingers, he swore crudely and tried to get to his feet, but Modeen stepped forward and knocked him back down with an elbow to the temple.

      ‘Right, I’ve had enough of this.’ Grabbing a handful of his hair, she twisted his right arm behind his back, hauled him to his feet, and proceeded to frogmarch him down the stairs. When they reached the bottom floor, she increased speed and rammed him face-first into the rear of the front door. Sinking to his knees in the corner with a strangled moan, he covered his broken nose with his free hand as Modeen opened the door.

      ‘I don’t care where you go,’ she snarled into his battered face, ‘but you’re not staying here tonight.’ With that, she shoved him out the door and down the front steps.

      ‘Hey! You can’t kick me outta my own house!’

      As the door slammed closed behind him, he heard the key turn decisively in the deadlock.
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      Jenny sat on the edge of the bed, head in hands, shoulders shaking as sobs racked her body. Hearing Modeen enter the room, she lifted her head to fix red-rimmed, tormented eyes on the guest who’d just thrown her husband out on the street.

      ‘What have you done?’ she wailed. ‘What have you done?’

      ‘It’s over, Jen, he’s gone. Everything’s alright now.’ Sinking onto the bed, Modeen put an arm around her shoulders. ‘Are you badly hurt?’

      She gave a loud sniff and ran the back of an arm across her face. ‘I’ll be alright.’

      Grabbing a handful of tissues, Modeen handed them to her. ‘You don’t have to put up with abuse like that, you know.’ She reached over to tie the torn ends of one of Jenny’s shoulder straps back together. ‘And I don’t think that was the first time, was it?’

      Jenny gingerly blew her nose without answering.

      ‘This is your chance to stop it for good, to cut him loose.’

      ‘B-but he’s my h-husband.’

      ‘Husbands don’t beat up on their wives and treat them like doormats. At least not the ones that are worth keeping.’ Modeen gave her a one-armed hug and stared into her face. ‘You don’t have to be a victim anymore.’

      Jenny shook her head vehemently. ‘He’s only going to come back and take this out on me.’ She cleared her throat and swallowed. ‘And even if I left here, where would I go … what would I do?’

      ‘You’re lucky, you have friends and family to help you through this and back onto your feet. All you have to do is say the word and Peter will never bother you again.’

      At that, Jenny lifted her chin and her sobs subsided into hiccups. Modeen took that as a good sign and got to her feet.

      ‘Look, why don’t you change out of that bridesmaid finery while I make us another cuppa. When you’re ready, come down to the kitchen and we’ll talk some more.’

      A look of fear crossed Jenny’s face.

      ‘Don’t worry,’ Modeen assured her, ‘I’ll stay close by. Anyway, I doubt Peter will come back tonight,’ adding under her breath, ‘if he knows what’s good for him.’

      When a more composed Jenny joined her in the kitchen, Modeen gave an approving nod and finished making her cup of tea. Sitting across the table from her, she ran her eyes over Jenny’s puffy face. She was going to have a doozy of a bruise, and probably a black eye or two. But there didn’t appear to be anything broken.

      The two women sat quietly talking until Jenny’s eyelids started to droop.

      Modeen rose. ‘It’s late. We should hit the hay. Wait here while I check the house is secure.’

      When she returned a few minutes later, they made their way upstairs.

      At the door to the master bedroom, Modeen asked gently, ‘Will you be okay?’

      Regarding her with serious but dry eyes, Jenny murmured, ‘Yep,’ adding, ‘thanks Jo,’ as she stepped into the room and closed the door with a soft click.

      

      Grabbing the Nokia Ben had given her, Modeen sent off a quick text the next morning.

      Suspicions confirmed last night. Problem evicted.

      She got dressed and was about to head downstairs when she heard the phone ping with a return text.

      Roger. Will take it from here.

      In the kitchen, she put the kettle on and found a loaf of bread. She had just put two slices into the toaster when Jenny came into the room.

      ‘Morning Jen. How’re you feeling?’

      ‘Okay … I guess.’ She sat at the table and touched fingertips to her cheek. ‘Though I woke up with a thumper of a headache, and my face is throbbing.’

      Modeen glanced at her. ‘Yeah, it looks sore. Got some painkillers?’

      ‘I’ve already taken a couple.’

      Nodding, Modeen turned back to the whistling kettle. ‘How did you sleep?’

      ‘Alright … surprisingly.’ Jenny sobered. ‘Guess I felt safe knowing you were in the room next door.’

      ‘Good. Now, wanna cuppa?’

      ‘Thanks.’

      They were just starting on their second pieces of toast when they heard the rumble of motorcycles pulling onto the verge in front of the house.

      Jenny’s hand flew to her mouth and she gasped, ‘Oh no, it’s Pete! And his bogan mates.’

      ‘Are you sure?’

      She nodded, her eyes wide and fearful. ‘I know the sounds of their Harleys.’ Gripping the edge of the table with shaking hands, unwittingly ruining her manicured nails on the fashionably distressed timber, she made as if to rise.

      Modeen was already on her feet. She checked the back door was still locked and waved a quaking Jenny back into her seat. ‘Whatever happens, you stay in here. And don’t open the door for anyone. You got that?’

      The blood had drained from Jenny’s face, leaving it ashen under the developing bruise. She gave a distraught nod and sank back into the chair, her white-knuckled hands still clutching the table’s edge. When a fist pounded on the front door, making the crockery jiggle on the table, her grip tightened and she gave a whimper, squeezing her eyes tightly closed.

      Modeen strode to the door and unlocked it. Pulling it open, she took care to position herself in the doorway as she looked down into Peter’s menacing eyes. Two burly men in denim and leathers stood beside him on the front porch. One of the brutes was slapping a knuckle-duster against the palm of his hand.

      ‘Right, you’ve had your fun,’ Peter growled, his words nasal. ‘Now get the hell outta my house.’

      Modeen remained where she stood, arms folded, dispassionately eyeing the visitors. When her gaze fell on Peter’s shiner and the rough dressing over his swollen nose, her mouth tipped upward in one corner and she lifted a mocking eyebrow.

      Seeing that, an enraged Peter snarled, ‘Right!’ and thumped a meaty fist into his other hand. ‘Moose, Spider, get her out.’ With a triumphant smirk, he moved aside to make way for the two thugs.

      Modeen stepped back into the foyer so they had to come at her in single file. At six foot two, and around one hundred and forty kilos, Moose blocked out the sun as he came through the doorway. Unshaven, reeking of a mixture of stale alcohol and body odour, he reached for Modeen, a cruel set to his thin lips, only to have her intercept his hand and wrench it backward.

      ‘Ah, AHHH!’ Like a sagging, deflated balloon, he slumped to one knee in an attempt to ease the pressure on his wrist, as the second man stepped in behind him.

      At just over six foot and around one-twenty kilos, Spider was no slouch either, and had a sinewy toughness about him Moose lacked.

      She couldn’t afford to cut this bloke any slack.

      Keeping the pressure on Moose’s hand, Modeen stepped around him and kicked the advancing Spider in the groin. With a grunt of pain, he grabbed his crotch with both hands and dropped to his knees beside Moose on the floor. Modeen immediately followed up with a left foot round-house kick to his temple, knocking him out cold.

      Moose had taken advantage of the distraction to slip his flick knife from a pocket with his free hand. But as he raised his arm, Modeen applied more pressure to his other wrist, making him cry out. His free hand opened of its own volition and the knife dropped obligingly into Modeen’s waiting palm. Flicking the blade open, she inverted the knife and drove it deep into his shoulder. With a bellow of pain, Moose threw back his head as Modeen kept up the impetus with a knee to the chin. The blow sent him backward on top of Spider with a mouthful of broken teeth.

      Slapping her hands together, she eyed the mound of unconscious man flesh on the floor and then allowed her gaze to slide across to Peter. He stood in the same spot, mouth agape, eyes registering his shock and disbelief. When Modeen took a step toward him, he gave a start and backed away, almost falling down the front stairs in his haste.

      ‘You’re a bit rusty, JD.’

      With a jolt, Modeen whipped around to see Ben striding down the hallway toward her.

      ‘Should always watch your six, you know that.’ Throwing her a wink, he brushed past to bend and grab the unconscious Moose by the back of his pants. Dragging him down the stairs, he heaved him onto the footpath. When he came back up, Ben squatted beside Spider and checked for a pulse.

      ‘He’ll live.’ As he dumped Spider beside Moose, Ben caught sight of Peter haring down the road as though every bad-tempered Doberman in the city was snapping at his heels. Turning to look up at Modeen with a gleam of amusement in his dark eyes, he said, ‘Nice going all the same.’

      As he stepped over the inert bodies on his way back into the house, she enquired mildly, ‘When did you get here? And how did you get inside?’

      ‘We pulled in at the side of the house just as these apes showed up.’

      ‘We?’

      ‘Emily’s in the kitchen with Jenny. She let us in the back door … eventually. It took some fast talking ’cos apparently you told her not to let anyone in.’

      ‘Ah.’ Modeen threw him a mock-contrite glance. ‘So, what about him?’ and she indicated the fast-disappearing Peter.

      ‘Don’t worry, I’ll catch up with him later.’ Ben stepped into the foyer and closed the door. ‘Now, before we join the ladies in the kitchen, I’d like a quick word.’

      ‘The proposition?’

      ‘Exactly.’ He led her into the lounge room and closed the door behind them. ‘These days I work for NatSec as a team leader.’

      She frowned. ‘NatSec?’

      ‘A national security organisation affiliated with the Australian Intelligence Service. NatSec plans, funds and executes covert operations, and is well resourced. As team leader I get to pick my teams and I can also be choosy about the missions.’

      She squinted at him sideways. ‘What sort of missions are we talking about?’

      ‘Rescues, protection and security services, intel gathering … that sort of thing. NatSec is usually called in when diplomacy and other methods fail.’

      ‘So you’re not just a glorified assassin?’

      ‘No.’ Fixing her with a level gaze, he added, ‘Although some might call us that.’ He gave a humourless snort. ‘The Army uses the term soldiers, but what’s in a name? Make no mistake, we don’t whack anyone that doesn’t deserve whacking.’

      Modeen narrowed her eyes and gave a slow nod.

      ‘If you’re in,’ Ben continued, ‘there’ll be three months of induction training. With your skills it’ll be a breeze. You’ll even get to work with some of the guys from our old unit.’

      ‘Yeah? Like who?’

      ‘Spooky, Wolf and Bugs. But that’s about all I can tell you ’til you’re in. You know, national security ’n all.’

      ‘What about Gator? I’d like a chance to get that twenty bucks he still owes me.’ Her grin faded when Ben remained solemn.

      ‘Gator signed on for another two years,’ he said slowly, ‘and went MIA on his final mission.’

      ‘Oh.’ Modeen frowned. ‘MIA, not KIA?’

      ‘They never recovered his body.’

      Hanging her head, she stared silently at the floor. After a long moment she raised her eyes to meet Ben’s. ‘So, this new gig of yours, is it worth it?’

      ‘Well, we get to make a difference and contribute to the nation’s wellbeing, which makes it worth it in my books. But you have to decide for yourself. I’ll give you a couple of weeks to consider my offer.’

      ‘Okay. So … what happens to Jenny now? What if Peter and his bogan mates decide to come back in the meantime?’

      ‘Don’t worry, we’ll keep track of them, and Jenny’s going to stay with us until things are settled. Emily’s arranging that with her now. We’ll make sure Peter agrees to a quick divorce and a fair splitting of their assets. She’s gonna be fine.’

      Modeen gave a brisk nod. ‘Good.’

      ‘I really appreciate your help with this, JD.’ He shook his head at her. ‘You’re wasted as a security guard, you know. I’d really like you to be part of my team. We could use the Modeen factor.’

      She gave a bark of laughter and went to hand him back the Nokia.

      ‘Keep it, and call me if you decide you want in.’

      

      Jenny had just gone upstairs and the other three were sitting at the kitchen table, mugs of hot drinks at their elbows, when they heard one of the motorbikes fire up outside.

      Ben muttered, ‘Reckon they’ll be riding two-up to the hospital, to get that blade out of Boofhead’s shoulder.’ He took a sip of coffee and glanced at Emily. ‘So it’s all settled? Jenny’s coming to stay with us?’

      Emily nodded. ‘She’s putting some things together now. I told her she can stay in our downstairs guest room as long as she likes. It’ll be nice to have some grown-up female company for a change.’

      Ben turned to Modeen. ‘You still okay to hang around here for a bit?’

      ‘Yeah, I’ll keep an eye on the place ’til first thing Wednesday morning. That’ll give me a couple of days to catch up with those friends of mine.’

      ‘Right. I’ll arrange for someone to housesit after you’ve gone.’ He waved a tattooed, muscular arm around the room. ‘Don’t want a nice place like this trashed out of spite.’ Sitting forward, he said jauntily, ‘Now, where are we going for lunch? My shout.’

      

      At a trendy café a couple of days later, Modeen was wondering how many more baby photos she’d be expected to coo over, and how much longer she’d have to sit through the chatter about unreliable babysitters, overcrowded kindergartens, and exorbitant private school fees. Her two friends had joined the ‘married with kids’ set, and were very different people from the fun-loving, irresponsible girls she’d got into strife with at school.

      They seemed contented enough in a stressed-out sort of way, sitting there in their milk vomit-daubed blouses. Modeen was happy for them, but found it a strain keeping the conversation from relapsing into comparisons of morning sickness woes, birthing suite horror stories, and the stomach-turning perils of potty training.

      She gave a jaded sigh and drained her wine glass. This really isn’t my scene, I’d rather be back on my old security patrol. She pursed her lips. Though … will I be able to handle the boredom after this weekend’s excitement? I’ve got the old hunger for adventure back.

      Rubbing her chin, she mused, it’s great knowing I still have my skills, even if they have got a bit rusty. And now I’ve been offered an opportunity to put them to good use….

      ‘… can’t linger too long,’ her friend was saying between rushed mouthfuls of Greek salad, ‘… I have a big clean-up job waiting for me at home.’ Still chewing, she pulled a face. ‘I went to get junior out of his cot this morning, only to find he’d been using the contents of his nappy to finger-paint the walls.’

      Ugh! Modeen shuddered. That’s it, I’ve reached my limit. There’s only so much a battle-hardened digger can take.

      

      Her breath was visible in the chill early morning air as she bent to lock the panniers. Looking forward to being back on the highway again, Modeen put the key in the ignition and pressed the start button. The motor awoke with a growl.

      Giving the bike time to warm up, she took a last look around the pretty courtyard and the now unoccupied terrace house that had been her home for the last four days. Confident Jenny Walters had a brighter future to look forward to, she gave a slow smile.

      And speaking of the future….

      Reaching into her jacket pocket, she pulled out the Nokia and sent Ben a quick text.

      I’m in.
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      After once more checking into the Esplanade Hotel in Batemans Bay on her return journey, Modeen checked the messages on her phone. As expected, there was one from Ben.

      Commence in 3 weeks. Will email details.

      Flicking the phone closed, Modeen sat back and stared at it.

      Well, that’s it. Three weeks of ‘normality’ and then I start my new career as a covert operative, a NatSec ‘asset’. She gave a snort. That’ll make an interesting entry on my CV.

      

      Nosing the GTR into the complex’s basement garage the following evening, she removed her helmet and turned off the ignition. After dismounting stiffly, she took a deep breath and lifted her arms above her head, reaching for the concrete ceiling. It felt good to stretch, to be home again, to have helped Ben fix Jen Walters’ problem, to have a new career ahead of her.

      It was all good.

      Sighing, she bent to unclip the panniers from the warm, ticking bike and strolled to the lift. After punching in the number for the penthouse floor, she rolled her shoulders as the lift carried her smoothly to the top of the building. Once inside her unit, she unpacked and did a workout in her private gym, before treating herself to a quick bite and a long shower.

      After changing into a fresh pair of tracky pants and cropped tee, she pulled back the covers and slipped into bed, where she opened her laptop and checked her emails.

      

      Thursday 15:17:49
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