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        Camp Russell, Afghanistan.

        A tall figure strides out of the compound to melt into the mirage shimmering on the sun-baked desert horizon.

      

        

      
        Back home in Australia, Jo Modeen finds herself dealing with a mission in the midst of a devastating global pandemic, and wondering why Ben has not yet returned from Afghanistan. Given the relentless vilification he has suffered recently, could he be falling victim to PTSD, perhaps spiralling out of control? Now that would be a highly dangerous prospect….

      

        

      
        He needs to be found.

        And soon.
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      Camp Russell, Afghanistan, seven days ago.

      Troops in the mess hall stared numbly at the TV as images of Bagram Airbase flashed on screen, accompanied by a Pashto reporter’s urgent commentary. Amid sounds of gunfire, US soldiers were seen sprinting toward an upturned Humvee, while the scrolling ticker tape at the bottom of the screen read:

      BREAKING NEWS: three US Marines killed in Taliban assault on military base.

      The watching troops made no comment as the Al Jazeera news reporter’s yammering continued. They’d been deployed in Afghanistan long enough for the raids to become a daily occurrence, an unavoidable element of the country’s long-standing, widespread conflict.

      Then the TV screen flickered and the next story broke.

      Wails emitted from the speakers as shaky footage showed villagers standing over, or collapsed beside, charred corpses. The smoke and debris of a settlement blown apart by mortars surrounded them on all sides.

      At the mention of Dambak in the commentary, the large man reclining on a mess hall couch pushed himself upright, uncurling muscular arms from behind his head as his eyes flicked to the screen to read the ticker tape.

      BREAKING NEWS: peaceful village of Dambak, Uruzgan Province, reduced to rubble in Taliban raid.

      Frowning, Ben Logan blew a breath through pursed lips.

      Dambak....

      He watched silently, his frown deepening. When the next story came on screen, he rose gingerly to his feet, one hand clamped over the scarred site of recent abdominal surgery. The bullet had torn through his lower abdomen, the Army surgeon had informed him, requiring the removal of ten per cent of his small intestine.

      ‘You won’t miss it,’ the surgeon had said as if expecting the question. ‘The remaining ninety per cent is more than enough to get by.’

      But Ben hadn’t asked the question.

      Didn’t care enough to ask.

      After limping to his barracks, he eased himself onto the cot, opened his laptop, and typed DAMBAK into the search window. At the top of a list of related files, an archived folder popped up, one that hadn’t been opened in years.

      He let his head fall back against the wall and stared into space.

      Dambak....

      It was during their second tour of Afghanistan, when his SASR unit repelled al-Qaeda militia from the village. The militia had killed most of the men, taken and/or raped many of the women and children. Ben recalled following three insurgents into a low-set mud brick building during an intense fire-fight. After a hail of harsh words from inside one of the rooms, a cruel, guttural laugh had rung out, followed by a single gunshot.

      After charging in and neutralising the insurgents, he found them, hiding in the rubble. The woman was crying silently, cradling her dying husband in blood-spattered arms, while the little girl gazed at Ben, her striking green eyes swimming with unshed tears.

      In the weeks following the raid, as the SASR unit helped to rebuild Dambak and restore order, the remaining villagers came to trust their Aussie saviours. Many formed close bonds with the soldiers, as did the newly widowed Darsameen and her daughter, Zeeana, with Ben. It couldn’t last, of course. As soon as initial recovery work was completed, the unit was redeployed elsewhere.

      Clicking on a jpeg file, he brought up an image and enlarged it on the screen. The scanned photograph showed him about to ship out, standing tall and proud while the woman and girl hugged him from either side. Darsameen’s dark eyes gazed sadly into the camera lens, while Zeeana’s flashed green from beneath a thin veil. She stood defiantly robust amid the chaos of her country’s civil war. With perfect facial contours, large intelligent eyes, and a dark mane of hair, the girl was undeniably striking.

      Had she and her mother survived this latest conflict? Was it possible they were still there, in the village he’d helped rebuild but was once more reduced to piles of rubble?

      He stared intently at the happy snap.

      If they were still alive, what sort of future could they hope to have now their home had been destroyed?

      His expression darkened.

      Did we save you and rebuild your village only to provide future sport for the Taliban?

      He slammed the laptop closed.
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      ‘It’s been three weeks.’ Modeen eyed NatSec National Operations Manager, Jack Pender, seated across the desk from her, his unflappable expression firmly in place. She picked up wafts of Old Spice aftershave, and knew the fragrance would linger long after he left the office. ‘He should’ve recovered enough to be able to travel by now.’

      Jack sat back, clasping his hands together over his suit coat. ‘Surgery of that kind usually involves a four to six week recuperation period.’

      ‘This is Ben we’re talking about. “Usually” doesn’t apply to him.’ She paused to run a hand over her close-cropped, platinum blonde hair, before narrowing her eyes. ‘Why do I get the feeling he’s not coming home?’

      Jack exhaled and sat forward. ‘Because it appears he isn’t, at least not for a while. I received his resignation via email this morning.’

      She frowned. ‘Ben has resigned from NatSec?’

      ‘Correct.’

      Her frown deepened. ‘And he stayed over there, in Camp Russell?’

      Jack shook his head. ‘He left the camp. Just got up, packed his kit, and walked out into the desert.’

      ‘But according to this,’ and she swung her laptop around so Jack could see the screen, ‘he is still there.’

      Glancing at the blue dot blinking on the screen, Jack gave a wry huff. ‘It appears he’s picked up some bad habits.’ He arched an eyebrow at her. ‘I recall another agent removing her tracker not so long ago, and leading Ben on a chase. Seems he’s inclined to return the favour.’

      ‘So he’s gone rogue.’

      ‘No, he’s just gone. As I said, he’s resigned from NatSec, so is now a free agent ... mostly. You’re aware of the gag order that applies to all ex-agents?’

      She gave a tight-lipped nod as a brooding expression dropped like a veil over her face. ‘We need to go to Afghanistan, sir.’

      ‘Putting aside the “we” for the moment, tell me why you need to do that?’

      ‘To bring him home of course.’

      Jack leaned back again and studied her for a long moment before saying slowly, ‘This is your first time in the team leader role, and you’re sitting on a whole raft of additional responsibilities you need to get your head around ASAP. It’s a big ask, but you have my full confidence.’ He paused, and when she said nothing, went on. ‘One thing you’ll have to come to terms with is losing people, one way or another.’

      ‘I understand that—’ She stopped when he raised a hand.

      ‘Hear me out. We have to respect a staff member’s decision to leave the organisation.’

      ‘But what if Ben’s not making sound decisions at the moment?’ At Jack’s questioning frown, she said, ‘You know what’s happened recently, how the Australian media put him and his family through the ringer. Even the ADF, who hailed him as a hero and pinned medals on his chest when he was their poster boy, threw him under the bus. And of course you knew his marriage broke down, no doubt thanks to all the negative publicity and pressure.’

      ‘I am aware of all that.’ Jack continued regarding her levelly. ‘But we have to face facts. He’s no longer with NatSec, his safety is no longer the agency’s responsibility.’

      ‘We can’t just wipe our hands of him, Jack! He’s not in a good place right now. Losing his family and being stripped of his good name will have taken a huge toll on his emotional, physical, and mental health.’

      ‘I understand, and like you, I want to see Ben safely back in Australia, whether as an agent or not.’ He stopped speaking to rub his chin thoughtfully. They sat in silence for a long moment, and then he took a deep breath and said, ‘Look ... what you and other agents do between assignments is your call, as long as it doesn’t interfere with our core business. And speaking of business....’ Straightening, he patted the folder on the desk in front of him. ‘Right now, this mission takes priority over everything else. I’m relying on you to ensure it is completed as a matter of urgency.’

      About to say more, she met his steely gaze and slowly shut her mouth. When he slid the folder across the desk to her, she accepted it with a brisk nod.
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      In the penthouse office of the high-rise in Pyrmont, Sydney, the chairman of JustFacts Media eyed his company secretary, noting the wariness in the woman’s characteristically long-suffering expression. ‘We can’t let Logan get away with this, Gayle,’ he barked. ‘Not after all the time and effort we’ve spent on him.’

      ‘Despite his being acquitted of all allegations and wrongdoings?’

      With an irate, ‘Humph,’ the chairman thumped back in his chair, making it rock on its wheeled frame.

      ‘Besides,’ Gayle went on evenly, ‘his reputation has been severely damaged and his personal life is in tatters. Isn’t that enough?’ She flinched when the media mogul lurched forward to pound his desk with a bony, sun-spotted fist.

      ‘Damn it, Gayle, he made us look bad! I’m not swallowing it, no way.’ He slumped back again to scowl at her. ‘Surely we have someone who can dig up some dirt on this guy? I want him stripped of that VC.’

      ‘But is it wise to keep pursuing Logan? We still don’t know what he’s been doing since leaving the ADF.’ Gayle spoke slowly, choosing her words carefully. ‘It has been suggested, in light of the company he keeps, that he might be a senior operative with ASIO.’

      The chairman spluttered, ‘Logan, a spy? That’d be gold! The way spies slide under the radar makes the general public highly suspicious of them.’ He rubbed his hands together. ‘Exposing Logan as a shadowy undercover figure would certainly dull the glow of those medals on his chest.’

      ‘But ... we’d also be exposing one of Australia’s own undercover agents.’

      ‘So? If we can find him out, others can too. It just means ASIO’s security needs tightening up, and that’s not our problem.’

      Gayle sighed. ‘Well, it’s probably a moot point anyway. Logan’s out of the country at present.’

      ‘Where out of the country?’

      ‘Afghanistan, according to our sources.’

      ‘What’s he doing over there?’

      ‘Remember how the Americans and British ramped up their overseas forces some weeks back for a hush-hush military operation?’

      ‘’Course I do. They tried to keep it under wraps, especially the Brits, but we heard about it.’ His lips twisted. ‘Too late to headline it, though.’

      ‘Well, it’s suspected Logan was somehow involved. We sent in a reporter, but once again we were too late, the operation had already ended.’

      ‘I hate those words, “too late”, and I hate how often I hear them.’ The chairman swivelled in his chair, to stare moodily out the window at the bustling city below his twenty-ninth storey office.

      Gayle waited, knowing from experience it didn’t pay to speak at times like this.

      ‘So...,’ he finally said broodingly, ‘Logan stayed in Afghanistan.’

      ‘As far as we know.’

      ‘Well, well. That might just work in our favour.’ He nodded and swivelled back to face her, his eyes glittering. ‘New mud sticks better than old. Who’ve we got over there at the moment?’

      Gayle snapped, ‘Dick.’

      ‘Excuse me?’

      ‘Oh ... um .. investigative reporter, Dick Masters. You remember him. He’s been on the Logan case from the beginning. Successfully muddied the waters to start the ball rolling.’

      ‘Oh yeah ... the weedy little brown-nosing upstart. I like him.’ Pausing to stare at her, the chairman barked, ‘Masters is in Afghanistan right now?’

      ‘As we speak, on another assignment.’

      ‘Good, good.’ His lips spread over his teeth in a triumphant grin. ‘He’ll do as he’s told, especially if he wants another Journalist of the Year award. Wish we had a dozen more like him.’ Stabbing the desk with a finger, he ordered, ‘Make it happen, Gayle. Take him off that assignment and put him on this one.’

      Raising her eyebrows, she said resignedly, ‘You’re the boss.’

      ‘And don’t you forget it.’
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      High in the mountains north-west of Tarin Kowt the sun edged over the horizon, its rays creeping across the level outcrop and the form lying pressed against the rock wall beneath a small overhang. With the sun came a morning breeze, the chill air wafting across the sleeper’s face.

      Opening his eyes, Ben yawned and stretched, dislodging the thin layer of dew covering his kit. About to sit up, he grimaced, braced a hand over his abdomen, and slumped back onto his bivvy bag.

      So much for keyhole surgery being ‘minimally invasive’. This doesn’t feel minimal.

      He gave a grunt.

      They may as well have opened me right up to get a clear view of what they were doing. It’s not as if I’m worried about another scar.

      While waiting for the spasms to recede, he took a photograph from a top pocket and studied it. Trusting green eyes gazed back at him from the laminated computer printout.

      Little Zeeana.

      Her face, her name, tugged at his heartstrings. He needed to know if they’d survived, she and her mother. Had to know, in fact.

      Yes, he actually felt something.

      Surely it was a good sign? Lately it was like his insides were filled with granite. Or worse, an impervious emptiness.

      Rolling onto his side, he bent his knees and shuffled into a sitting position. Resting his back against the rocks, he swept a glance over the vista before him. Beneath his elevated position the mountains dropped away to a barren desert, and in the far distance he could see the green hue of vegetation following a tributary of the Helmand river. Out here, alone and isolated, he had the freedom and solitude he needed to heal.

      And it wasn’t just physical healing he needed.

      Reaching for his backpack, he toppled it closer and retrieved another photo from a side pocket. This one was no scanned copy or computer printout. It was the real deal, on high quality paper with vibrant colours and a glossy finish. The figures in it stood on a beach, beaming into the camera. A sandy, bathing-suited Emily stood with a gap-toothed Chelsea by her side, the little girl’s hand in her mother’s, frilly beach hat askew above her pink-ribboned pigtails.

      This time his heart turned over.

      He’d taken the photo on a holiday at the seaside, where Chelsea built sandcastles on the beach, splashed and squealed in the gentle waves, and exhausted herself trying to bury her ‘tho big Daddy’ in the sand. It was him they were beaming at in the photo, back when he was still husband and father to his little family.

      Back when life was good ... before everything he held most dear was torn from his grasp.

      The lump building in his throat made it hard to swallow.

      What had he done to deserve the tearing apart of his life? Wasn’t he the country’s most decorated soldier, and a fellow Australian to the journalists who’d done their damnedest to crucify him? How was it they could be heeded and applauded, even awarded for their callous, self-serving actions, while he, the innocent party, was left to suffer alone? And why had the ADF turned its back on its most decorated soldier, simply because of some unfounded allegations of war crimes made against him? Allegations later proven to be false, but would forever taint his reputation. The ADF’s blatant lack of support only furthered the relentless attacks by the gutter press, on both his military and personal life.

      Mud sticks, and everyone in the public eye knows it. Despite the allegations being quashed, the pressure and persistent hounding had taken its toll on his family, ripping them apart.

      He stared into Emily’s smiling face in the photo.

      She was the love of his life.

      Gone.

      Taken from him in an unwinnable fight; a signature on a decree nisi making him her ex-husband, and leaving little to no hope of reconciliation.

      He sucked in a ragged breath.

      Splitting their joint life in two was bad enough, but the thought of his wife – ex-wife – and daughter in the arms of another man....

      Blinking hard, he shoved both photos into his breast pocket and stared out across the desert.

      Another wife and daughter had lost their husband and father, only it was death, not divorce, that left Darsameen and Zeeana fending for themselves in dangerous territory.

      Again, Ben felt the heart tug.

      He was here, in their country. Assuming he could find them, could he help them somehow? Searching for the pair would give him a purpose while he waited to heal....

      Breaking open one of his ration packs, he found a tube of condensed milk and coffee and squeezed a portion into his mouth. The intense, charry sweetness made him pucker his lips and screw up his face.

      Well, that’s breakfast done and dusted.

      In his current physical condition, the village of Dambak would be a full two days’ march.

      Time to get moving.
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      ‘As requested, I’ve loaded these with files restored from the last backup we had of Ben’s data.’ NatSec’s IT technician placed a laptop and phone on the desk and then straightened to tug the jacket of her smart business suit. ‘Your administration rights have been upgraded, so you can access the data using your own password and login.’

      Modeen eyed the young woman standing in front of her desk. ‘How current is the data, Harper?’

      ‘Very,’ came the confident reply. ‘Backups are our number one priority, as I’m sure you know. The organisation spends a lot of time and resources on up-to-the-minute data storage and recovery. Nothing is outsourced and we have our own dedicated servers.’

      Modeen nodded her approval.

      ‘As per NatSec’s documented procedure for under-duress agent terminations,’ Harper continued, ‘Ben would’ve trashed his phone and laptop while at Camp Russell.’ She waved a hand at the items she’d just placed on the desk. ‘This is as close as we can get to his actual hardware, and apart from the different serial numbers, these are exactly the same models as the originals.’ She rested a hand on the laptop. ‘The mirror-imaged data is current, right up to when Ben wiped the solid state drive on his computer, and removed the battery and sim from his phone.’

      ‘Good, thanks.’  Modeen checked her watch. ‘That’ll be all for now. I have a scheduled team meeting about to convene.’ As Harper dipped her head and left the office, Modeen opened the laptop and sat staring thoughtfully at the blank screen while the computer powered up. As soon as the login script appeared, she signed in, opened Ben’s word processor, and checked the list of recently accessed files. The most notable in the long list were Res.doc, PineReport.doc, PineRepSum.doc, and Z.doc.

      Starting at the top, she opened each document to scroll through them one by one.

      Ben’s resignation.

      A Pine Gap terrorist report.

      A summary of that report.

      When she tried to open Z.doc, the computer gave an audible beep of protest. She tried again, and DOCUMENT NOT FOUND flashed on screen, preceded by another beep.

      Clicking on the Event Viewer, she scanned a list of recently printed files and two of the documents stood out; the Pine Gap summary, and the file titled simply Z.

      She sent both to re-print, and swivelled in her chair to watch the printer spit out two A4 sheets of paper. The summary was the first to drop into the tray. It contained a list of three known Afghan warlords, complete with thumbnail passport photos and last known locations. The full colour image on the second sheet took longer to print. When it finally dropped into the tray, she peered at the photo of three people, and sagged back in her chair.

      Ben was one of the three.

      A giant of a man dressed in ADF fatigues, he had one burly arm draped around the young girl nestled against him, while an Afghan woman stood at his other side.

      There was no mistaking the girl. Those piercing green eyes visible beneath the loosely draped scarf of a Dupatta outfit could only belong to Zeeana.

      Zeeana.

      When was the last time she’d seen her?

      

      When he sauntered into her office a short while later after giving the door a token tap, Barry ‘Bugs’ Pritchard found Modeen sitting with her head bent over something on her desk.

      ‘Morning, boss lady. What’s up?’

      Slipping the two documents into a folder, Modeen dipped her head at him. ‘Morning, Bugs. As usual, you’re the first to arrive.’ She smiled. ‘The others shouldn’t be too far away.’

      Squeezing past the row of chairs, he plonked himself on one in the corner and stretched out his long legs. ‘How’ya copin’ with this Covid madness?’ He flashed his trademark toothy grin. ‘Got enough dunny paper at home?’

      ‘It’s bizarre, isn’t it?’ She gave a droll snort. ‘Covid has little to no effect on the gastrointestinal system, and yet people are panic-buying toilet paper by the truckload.’

      ‘Yeah, it’s got me stuffed.’ He scratched his strawberry-blonde head. ‘If they’re thinkin’ the world’s comin’ to an end, I can’t fathom why they’re stockpilin’ stuff they can’t eat or drink.’

      ‘I guess panic creates panic. Even the more sensible people see the shelves emptying and figure they’d better stock up too, before supplies run out. And there’s bound to be the usual low-life opportunists buying up bulk cartons to sell anonymously for exorbitant prices. I’ve also heard of stockpiles being shipped from Australia to China.’

      ‘To China?’ Bugs’ pale eyebrows drew together. ‘Isn’t it one of the countries least affected by the pandemic?’

      ‘I wouldn’t pay too much attention to numbers quoted in the media. The reporting systems in some countries, those that actually have systems, aren’t always accurate or current. And the conspiracy and other theories about Covid keep growing every day, almost like the virus itself.’

      He crossed his brawny arms over his chest. ‘Well, my money’s on China and its wet markets bein’ the initial source.’

      ‘I’m not so sure. It may’ve been one of the first countries to lock down some areas, which did appear to contain the spread, but the Chinese deny the disease originated there. In fact, they’re pointing a finger at the West.’ Modeen shrugged. ‘And getting back to the toilet paper issue, China has always taken a frugal approach to it, only supplying it at a price in the more up-market facilities. They installed high-tech dispensers with facial recognition software to stop theft, if you can believe it.’

      ‘So “poo tickets” are like gold over there!’ He gave a bark of laughter. ‘Wouldn’t it be funny if toilet paper replaced the Yuan as their main currency. They could demand a dollar for a new sheet, and maybe fifty cents for a used one.’

      ‘Gross.’ She screwed up her nose and shook her head at him.

      ‘You talking about China?’ Luke ‘Spooky’ Jackson strode into the room, the usual spring in his step and the smart clothes sitting well on his compact, muscular frame. He took a seat next to Bugs, followed by Troy ‘Wolf’ Wolverton, who settled himself in the remaining chair. Seated between the two brawny, larger men, Spooky looked like their younger, neater, brother.

      ‘The Shanghai stock exchange is kicking butt at the moment,’ he continued, ‘and doesn’t look at risk of crashing any time soon. So it appears China is doing okay out of this pandemic.’

      Wolf raised dark eyebrows at his wife, now also his boss. ‘We going to China?’

      ‘No,’ she replied tersely. ‘At least not at this stage.’ She sat back and crossed her arms. ‘Though the pandemic does have a lot to do with our latest mission.’ Her tone grew businesslike. ‘Two days ago, pallets of a Covid vaccine were stolen from a Broadmeadows research facility north of Melbourne. ASIO believes the vaccine could be bound for China.’

      Spooky raised a halting hand. ‘Hang on a second. You’re saying the theft happened in Melbourne?’

      Modeen nodded.

      ‘Then surely this case falls under the jurisdiction of NatSec’s Victorian division?’

      ‘While it was taken from a Victorian research facility, it was then transported by refrigerated truck here, to Queensland.’ She tapped the desk with a finger. ‘Our backyard, our mission, Spook. ASIO used the hire truck’s on-board GPS to track the perpetrators, and found it empty and abandoned in the Currumbin Valley, near the border of Queensland and New South Wales.’

      Spooky sat forward in his seat. ‘So, our mission is to retrieve the vaccine?’

      ‘Not yours, mine. You three are going to Afghanistan.’

      Amid the groans and disgruntled mutters of, ‘Oh man...,’ and, ‘Not back there again,’ from the other two men, Spooky spoke up. ‘Why are we going there?’

      ‘To find Ben and bring him back. He’s still over there, gone walkabout apparently.’

      ‘Damn it!’ Spooky thumped his thigh with a fist. ‘I knew we should’ve brought him back with us.’

      ‘We had no choice,’ Modeen said gravely. ‘On a long haul flight, the risk of complications following his invasive surgery were too great.’

      Bugs frowned. ‘What if Ben doesn’t want to come back?’

      ‘I think he’s made that pretty obvious already,’ Wolf growled.

      ‘The simple answer is,’ and Modeen waggled a finger between them, ‘it’s going to be up to you three to convince him. I don’t care if you have to gag and hog-tie him, just get him back here.’

      Spooky eyed her dubiously. ‘So Jack has sanctioned this little excursion?’

      She paused before answering. ‘We discussed the situation, and Jack’s words were,’ and she made quotation marks in the air with her index and middle fingers, ‘as long as it doesn’t interfere with the core business, what agents do between assignments is their call.’

      Wolf fixed her with an assessing gaze from beneath dark brows. ‘So you’ve taken him at his word.’

      ‘I have.’

      When Bugs leaned forward and opened his mouth, she stopped him with a raised hand. ‘As we all know, time is of the essence when you’re tracking a target. So if we have any sort of chance of catching up with Ben, we need to move swiftly.’

      Spooky had taken out his phone. Bringing up the NatSec tracking app, he tapped on the screen and held the phone forward for Modeen to see. ‘How hard can it be? He’s still at Camp Russell.’

      She shook her head. ‘His tracker is at Camp Russell.’

      The three men made frustrated noises and slumped back in their chairs.

      ‘He dug it out of his arm,’ she went on. ‘Trashed his phone and laptop, and was last seen heading out the front gate two days ago, armed, and carrying a bulging backpack.’

      ‘Oh man, he’s pulled a Modeen.’ When she arched an unimpressed eyebrow at him, Spooky winced. ‘Tracking someone in open desert is hard enough, but we’re talking about Ben here. If he doesn’t want to be found, we’ve got no chance.’

      Wolf nodded. ‘Do we have any inkling of where he might be headed?’

      Modeen opened the thin folder on her desk. ‘He printed these out before he left Camp Russell.’ She handed him the first of the two documents.

      He scanned the list of warlords and grunted. ‘Herat, Kunduz, and Jalalabad. Three possible destinations spread across Afghanistan ... it could take months to find him. You can’t be more specific?’ He passed the sheet to Spooky, who then passed in on to Bugs.

      ‘He also printed this,’ and she held up the second document.

      After peering at the photo, the three men shared a glance.

      ‘If I’m not mistaken,’ Bugs said, pointing to the girl, ‘that’s little Zeeana. And the pic was taken in Dambak, North-east of Tarin Kowt.’

      ‘Your memory’s better than mine, Bugs. It took a while for me to recall where we’d seen her last.’

      He grinned. ‘I have an advantage over you, Modeen, being the one who took the photo.’

      She gave a ghost of a smile. ‘Well yes, that would give you the advantage.’

      He peered at the photo again. ‘After we liberated them from the Taliban, those villagers treated us like guardian angels. I got the feeling Zeeana and her mother ... Dasmeen I think her name was.’ He paused, searching his memories, before going on. ‘Anyway, those two really took a shine to the big fella.’

      He pointed a freckled finger at the photograph. ‘If we hadn’t come along when we did, Zeeana would’ve been a prime target for the Taliban people-snatchers. They would’ve taken her for sure, for the slave market. People trafficking is big business over there, especially for girls of all ages. Being pretty and healthy, she would’ve attracted a high price.’ Peering closer at the picture, he said, ‘Know what? She reminds me of that actress, Gal Gabot – you know, Wonder Woman? – only with piercing eyes like Olivia Wilde’s.’ He nodded. ‘Yeah. It’s a “wonder” she hadn’t already been snatched.’

      Turning the picture so she could see, Modeen studied Zeeana’s image, frowned, and blew an agitated breath through pursed lips.

      Wolf watched the emotions crossing her face and leaned forward in his chair, hands loosely grasped between his knees. ‘Dambak’s a couple of days’ hike from Camp Russell, and as good a place as any to start the search. If we don’t get any joy there, we’ll work through the list of locations,’ and he lifted his darkly stubbled chin at the document on the desk. ‘Next closest target would be Herat, last known location of one Seeyed Abdul Mirza.’

      Flicking him a grateful glance, Modeen stacked the list and photo together and slipped them back into the folder. After a quick check of the time, she rose to her feet. ‘You have five hours to pack and get yourselves to Coolangatta Airport. A KC-30 from Thirty-three Squadron out of Amberley will be briefly touching down there, making a special stop to collect you on their way to Bagram. So make sure you’re ready.’

      Raising her voice over their chorus of agreements, she added, ‘And remember, if Ben’s going after those warlords, you’ll be heading into dangerous territory. Take every precaution, and watch each other’s backs.’

      ‘Don’t worry, boss,’ a grinning Bugs threw over his shoulder as he and Spooky left the office, ‘we’ll look after hubby for you.’

      Flinging a droll, ‘Very funny,’ after them, Wolf turned to Modeen, who held out the folder. He took it from her and frowned. ‘What about you and this stolen vaccine mission? What if you need backup but we’re over the other side of the world?’

      She moved from behind the desk to stand in front of him. ‘I don’t expect to encounter much resistance from the perpetrators. And even if I do, I have backup.’ Taking his large, strong hands in hers, she moved in closer and tipped her head to gaze into his troubled eyes. ‘He’s already on the case, working undercover as we speak.’ She ran a caressing hand up and down his arm, her fingers following the curves and bulges of the well-developed muscles. A husky edge crept into her voice. ‘So don’t worry about me, just make sure you stay safe.’

      ‘Same goes for you.’
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      Mid-afternoon, China Town on the Queensland Gold Coast, and inside the kwoon, the kung fu self-defence class for geriatrics was in full swing.

      ‘Yī, Èr, Sān, Sì....’ With each count from the Wing Chun master, the students pumped their fists forward and let out ki-ai battle cries in time with the shifu’s count. The stirring sounds resonated through the training room and into the bustling street outside.

      As he cycled the class through blocks, kicks, and basic kata movements, the black-belt shifu scrutinised his student’s movements, pulling up occasional subjects to correct their technique.

      It was the first lesson for the new student, who the shifu had to admit was progressing well. A wiry older man, he appeared to be in better physical condition than some other flabby pupils. All the same, he wasn’t slow to hit the change rooms after the gruelling ninety-minute session. After swapping his sweaty yī-fu uniform for tee shirt and pants, the student grabbed his duffle and headed through the exit into the lane running down the side of the building.

      Slinging his duffle over a shoulder, he made his way onto Davenport Street. Chinese baubles and lanterns lined the thoroughfare, and diners at cafés and other eateries spilled onto the footpath, eating, talking, laughing. As he passed beneath the hip-roofed arbour that arched across the asphalt at the end of the street, the man stopped at the sight of three enormous skyscrapers looming up behind the Metro shopping mall. What a stark contrast their ultra-modern design made with the ethnic architecture he’d just left in Chinatown....

      On reaching the central skyscraper, Tower Two, he ambled through the arcade to the lobby and thumbed the elevator button. The lift arrived promptly and ferried him with smooth efficiency to the thirty-sixth floor, where his apartment was located. Letting himself in, he dropped his duffle to the floor and his swipe-card onto the counter, and took a beer from the fridge, all in one fluid movement. When he levered back the ring-pull, the can gave an audible crack and froth bubbled out the top.

      Licking his lips, he slumped onto the couch and took a swig of the cold beer, followed by another, and then gave a satisfied, ‘Ah.’ Rubbing a wrinkled hand over his sweaty brow, he leaned forward to gaze at the laptop sitting on the circular coffee table in front of the couch. The computer’s screen displayed a birds-eye view of Chinatown and the kung fu premises he’d just left. The video feed streaming from a tripod-mounted camera situated close to the apartment’s window provided a clear view of the block and side lane.

      With his free hand, he scrolled across the touchpad and clicked on the split-screen icon to spool through the recorded footage. Had he missed anything important while he was out?

      At an urgent buzz and vibration from his pants pocket, he tugged out his mobile phone, the last of the big button flip-tops. After a quick check of the caller ID, he flicked the phone open and held it to his ear.

      ‘Well hello, lovely lady.’

      ‘How was your first self-defence lesson?’

      ‘Not bad, actually. I learned how to count to ten in Mandarin, and used muscles I forgot I had.’ He rolled a shoulder and winced. ‘Which martial arts are you trained in?’

      ‘A few disciplines ... Filipino Kali, Taekwondo, and Judo. I’ve also studied Jeet Kune Do, which is based on Wing Chun.’

      ‘Well if you visit the school, I wouldn’t mention that. These guys believe theirs is the only true Shaolin method, with all others inferior.’

      ‘Thanks for the heads-up.’

      ‘No problem.’

      ‘I see you’re back in your apartment.’ From her desk in Brisbane’s CBD, Modeen stared at the image of Chinatown streaming to her laptop.

      ‘Just got here, and all looks quiet.’

      ‘Did you find anything interesting at the kung fu premises?’

      ‘I did, as a matter of fact. Noticed a back door behind the manager’s desk when I was in his office signing up for the lessons. It struck me as weird, because the back wall butts up against the building behind it. The chrome handle is like the type you’d see on a refrigerated cool-room door, and on leaving I discovered the building backs onto a Chinese butcher shop. You know, one of those mum and dad establishments with the obligatory smoked duck carcasses hanging in the window?’

      ‘I know the ones you mean. Go on.’

      ‘So I went inside the shop on the pretence of buying some steamed Asian buns – which I’ve actually been wanting to try for a while, and was surprised to find well worth the hype – and I saw a cool room spanning the whole back wall behind the counter. I’m guessing the back door in the kung fu premises also opens into the butcher shop’s meat locker.’

      ‘Makes sense. We know the hire truck made a brief stop there in Southport before being dumped in the Currumbin Valley, empty. The offloaded pallets must be kept refrigerated or the vaccine will spoil, so it’s a good bet the perps have it stored in that meat locker.’

      ‘That’s what I’m thinkin’ too. Do you want me to go check it out?’

      ‘No thanks. I’ll be swinging by this evening to deliver your night shift relief. I’ll do a recon then.’

      ‘Roger.’ He exhaled. ‘After the gruelling workout I just did, I’ll be glad to hit the shower.’

      ‘You do that. And thanks, Salty.’
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      ‘This pandemic sure came outta the blue and blind-sided everyone.’ Bugs dumped his backpack on the hangar floor and rested his assault rifle on top of it. ‘We’re only just back from Afghanistan and BAM! The world’s in lock-down and people are freakin’ out.’

      From where he lay, stretched out on the concrete in the Qantas freight facility to the right of Coolangatta’s main airport terminal, Wolf lifted his head, shaded his eyes with a hand, and squinted at Bugs. ‘We didn’t hear about it in Afghanistan ’cos they’ve got bigger things to worry about over there.’

      ‘Bigger than a global pandemic?’

      ‘You’ve lived there, mate. You know about the poverty, oppression, people trafficking, drugs, and open warfare the population has to deal with every day.’ Dropping his hand onto his hard, flat stomach, Wolf rested his head on his kit again and shut his eyes. ‘Their lives are all about dodgin’ bullets and bombs, and survivin’ natural disasters like droughts, floods, avalanches, and earthquakes. To them one more disease, even one as deadly as Covid, is just more of the same.’

      From where he stood leaning against the hangar door, Spooky said, ‘I’m betting they assume this is all just western propaganda. And I don’t like their chances of having social distancing and other protective measures enforced by their government, especially around the market places.’

      Bugs nodded, and after a thoughtful pause asked, ‘What d’ya reckon our chances are, of bringin’ Ben back? He’ll have had a good three days head start by the time we hit the country.’

      ‘Zero, if we don’t try.’ Spooky bent to collect his gear. ‘We’ll find out soon enough anyway, here comes our ride.’

      With a grunt Wolf roused himself to join the other two, and they stood watching a silver-grey KC30 transport complete its lumbering approach to touch down on the runway.
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      At a knock on the apartment door, Salty checked his watch.

      Twenty-one hundred.

      Closing the laptop, he rose to press an eye to the peephole. Flashing a grin, he stepped back and opened the door.

      ‘How you doing, Salty?’ Smiling, Modeen pulled him in for a quick hug.

      ‘Good, lil’ lady, good. Come on in.’

      She moved past him, followed by a young man and woman and an older man, who bowed his head in greeting. The three had almost-black hair and Asian features, and moved with a lithe, restrained grace.

      As the group gathered in the small lounge space, Modeen made the introductions. ‘Richard Salt, this is Yut Kong Wong,’ as she indicated the older man. ‘And his son, Mark Wye Wong, and daughter, Mei Kam Wong.’

      Yut Kong met Salty’s enquiring gaze and extended a hand, while Mark and Mei chimed, ‘Pleased to meet you, Mr Salt,’ in broad Australian accents.

      Releasing Yut Kong’s hand after giving it a vigorous shake, Salty grinned at them. ‘Call me Salty.’

      They smiled and bowed as Modeen continued. ‘Yut Kong, or Lawrence as he’s known in the west, is my jeet kune do shifu. He studied and trained under the great kung fu master, Li Jun Fan.’ She flicked him a smiling glance. ‘I’m trying to talk him into providing training for our agents.’ Then she indicated his son and daughter. ‘Mark and Mei are also martial arts experts, and recent NatSec recruits. Mei’s your relief. She’s going to take over surveillance while you have a break.’

      ‘Martial arts experts....’ Salty eyed them, a crease forming in his brow. ‘Hang on a minute. Surely you’re not planning to take on the bad guys here in hand-to-hand combat?’

      ‘Of course not.’ Modeen arched an eyebrow at him. ‘But Mark and I will head down there at midnight, to do a recon. We need to verify what we suspect, that the vaccine is being stored there. And you needn’t worry. If we happen to encounter any trouble, I have Walt with me.’ She opened her coat to reveal the Walther Q4 pistol tucked in a shoulder holster.

      ‘I see.’ Salty rubbed his forehead. ‘And Lawrence?’

      ‘He’s fluent in Mandarin and Cantonese, which will be handy if we need a translator.’ She gave her shifu an appreciative glance. ‘He’s also handy to have around if you find yourself in a tight spot.’ Pointing to the laptop, she asked, ‘What’s the security like down there?’

      Salty perched in front of the computer and zoomed in on the building housing the kung fu school. ‘Two surveillance cameras, both mounted here,’ and he pointed to the building’s front right corner. ‘One angled to cover the front entrance, the other aimed down the side lane to cover that exit. Inside there’s a motion sensor wired to the front and side doors, and the windows.’

      ‘What about the top floor?’

      ‘Just a bare hall. Barred windows across the front, no sensors or cameras as far as I can tell.’ He ran a finger across the screen, following the main street on the streamed image. ‘The council has a camera at each end of the block, but they’re not hooked up for public access.’
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      From a distance, the man in the turban and loose fitting kameez outfit would likely be taken as just another wandering desert nomad. On closer inspection, however, his size and powerful build, military backpack, enhanced battle rifle, and clean-shaven face, told a different story to that of other desert dwellers. But someone would have to get close enough to make that determination, and thus far he had intentionally avoided crossing paths with any locals.

      Tucked into a sheltered spot above the war-torn settlement, he scanned the village through the scope of his EBR. The silver-grey tributary branch of the Helmand river wound through the centre of Dambak like a major artery, one presently bereft of any flow. Whatever crops the villagers had planted in the barren fields surrounding the town were long since harvested ... or destroyed. Against the brown landscape, the white and pink blossoms of almond trees stood out like tiny beacons of hope.

      The sun rose higher above him, its heat blazing down on the ruined settlement as if to scorch its remains from existence. The village streets were empty of all but a mangy dog, its head and tail drooping as it roamed alone, aimless. Of the low-set, mud brick dwellings scattered on either side of the riverbed, some had been totally flattened. The outer walls of those still standing had been reduced to rubble, by RPG fire most likely, exposing the remains of meagre furniture and fittings within.

      He raised his head from the riflescope. From memory, the dwelling he was looking for was located high on the other side of the river. Frowning, he returned his eye to the scope for one more scan of the surroundings.

      All clear ... at least as far as he could tell from that distance.

      Resting the rifle on a rock, he tugged the harem pants down over his desert camouflage cargos and combat boots and then removed the kameez, revealing his full military fatigues.

      The last person any remaining villagers want to see is another possible Taliban member.

      After stowing the kameez, pants, and turban in his backpack, he broke cover, donned his tactical helmet, and began the downward climb to the settlement.

      Would he find little Zeeana and her mother still there? Was it foolish to hope they may have survived all the conflict and civil unrest, not to mention the other threats to their lives?

      His boots crunched over desiccated river pebbles as he skirted the village’s outer perimeter. Without breaking stride he took out his Glock, checked the magazine, worked the slide, and returned the pistol to his side holster. As he did the same with the EBR, he watched the slide strip a fresh round off the top of the magazine and feed it into the chamber when he released it.

      Right. Time to go in for a closer look.

      Working his way down the slope between buildings, he spied movement at one of the dwellings across the riverbed. He slid to a stop in the scree, dropped to his haunches, and peered at the ravaged mud-brick structure. In one of its windows, a thick mat appeared to flap, despite the lack of any breeze. Rising to rest an arm on the back corner of the nearest building, he focused his riflescope on the window, and glimpsed a shadow move across the corner as the mat was pulled aside.

      Inside the building was too dark to see anything more.

      At a sudden cry of, ‘Tersha, tersha!’ he whipped around, to see an elderly Afghan wearing a traditional Chitrali cap emerge from one of the buildings to his right. The old man hobbled toward him, waving his arms and shouting, ‘Tersha, tersha!’ as if seeing off a mongrel dog.

      As Ben raised a reassuring hand and took a step back, he caught a flash of light and heard a high-pitched whine coming at him from the hillside above. He instantly dove to the ground as a rocket-propelled grenade screamed inches above his head.

      It slammed into the building’s base.

      As the mud bricks rocked and teetered above him, he only had time to roll onto his back, drop his rifle, and cover his face with an arm, before the wall collapsed and debris rained down over and around him. A large chunk of mud-brick wall landed across his torso and legs, the impact audibly punching the air from his lungs. Arm pressed to his face, he coughed and gritted his teeth as the rubble continued crackling and falling. When the barrage finally ended and the dust began to settle, he flexed the arm over his face, worked it free, and wiped the gravel and dust from his eyelids. His other arm was firmly wedged beneath the slab, immovable, as were his torso and legs.

      The sounds of triumphant yelling reached his ears, followed by crunching as his jubilant attackers slid down the rocky slope toward him.

      Coming to finish me off. I have to get up.

      Mustering all his strength he strained, pitting determination and hard muscle against harder stone, but the heavy slab had him pinned beneath its weight. With a frustrated grunt, he let his head sag back to earth. At least he could move it and his left arm, but that was all. He was totally at their mercy ... and mercy was not what he expected to receive.

      The footsteps came to a sliding stop next to him, kicking more dust in his face. He coughed despite himself, shook his head, blinked, and peered into the face of his attacker.

      Little more than a boy, but a boy armed with an AK47, and with a spent RPG launcher slung over one shoulder.

      The turban-clad youth stepped onto the fallen wall section and stared down at his victim. When a second, older insurgent stepped onto it, the slab rocked uneasily, grinding Ben beneath it. Seeing his unwitting grimace, the two flashed gap-toothed grins at each other and began swaying side to side, making the slab pitch further. They gave triumphant yells and shot their rifles into the air above their heads, while beneath them Ben steeled himself against the pain.

      Then he felt something.

      The rocking movement was easing the pressure on his right arm.

      After the next two grinds, he was able to move that hand and inch his sidearm from its holster.

      Unaware their actions were freeing the prisoner, the men continued rocking, shouting, and shooting into the slab, creating a large dust plume around them. On hearing Ben cough and gasp, they roared their delight and danced, thumping their feet to keep the slab rocking.

      They didn’t see the hand whip out and up from the side of it.

      Bright flashes and sparks erupted within the dust cloud as Ben emptied the Glock’s magazine, aiming a narrow spread at the sounds the men were making.

      His attackers stopped dancing.

      He heard shocked gasps and grunts, and the heavy, metallic clatters as the weapons fell from their hands. Above him, the two men twitched, arched, and toppled forward to land face-down across him, pinning his head against the rocks.

      Great. Now I can’t move my head either.

      He took a breath and gagged.

      And I have to breathe in their stinking BO as well.

      Long minutes passed, during which he considered his limited – non-existent? – options, before the weight of the limp bodies above him shifted, and his head was suddenly freed. Blinking as the corpses were dragged away, he squinted at the figure standing over him and blotting out the sun. The figure’s face was lined, deeply etched by many years of hardship and worry, but non-threatening.

      It was the Afghan elder, the one who’d tried to chase him off earlier.

      In his native tongue the old man rasped, ‘Do you speak Pashto?’

      Ben coughed, tried to lick his dry lips, and replied, ‘Yes, a little.’

      After taking in Ben’s military fatigues, the old man swept a wary glance around the surrounding area, and then once more frowned down at Ben. ‘What is a lone Australian soldier doing here?’

      Before he could answer, a woman’s voice cried, ‘Ben, Ben!’ and the figure in a full-length Niqab outfit hurried toward them from where she’d been hovering nearby.

      Ben lifted his head to stare at her, and when she hastily removed her veil, he croaked, ‘Darsameen?’

      ‘Yes, it is me.’ Dropping to her knees beside him, she put a hand on the slab and turned to eye the old man, barking in Pashto, ‘Help him.’

      Taken aback by the urgent authority in her voice, he nodded to the group of men standing nearby. When they knelt to position their hands beneath the slab, Ben could see their weather worn faces. Their skin too was deeply lined, their wiry arms threaded through with knotted muscles, hands bony and wrinkled.

      All old men.

      When they were in place, the elder in the Chitrali cap counted, ‘Yaw, dwaa, dray!’ and they heaved as one.

      The slab shifted slightly.

      Straining against the sheer weight of the fallen wall section, the old men’s faces contorted as they gasped and grunted with exertion. More than one grip on the slab slipped, making it teeter dangerously. Seeing that, Darsameen leapt forward to lend a hand, joined by the elder. With one final, desperate shove, the group managed to heave one side of the slab upward to send it sliding away, crashing end-over-end down the slope.

      As the blood rushed to his extremities making them tingle, Ben groaned and gingerly propped himself on his elbows.

      Darsameen put a hand on his shoulder and ran worried eyes over him. ‘Anything broken?’

      ‘I don’t think so.’ As he sat upright, the elder grabbed his arm and helped him to his feet.

      When she saw him stagger, Darsameen rushed to take his other arm, and together they helped him across the riverbed toward a relatively undamaged dwelling. His movements become more confident the nearer they came to the building, and at his prompting she released his arm, saying wryly, ‘You speak better Pashto now than when we first met.’

      ‘Had the opportunity to study it back in Australia,’ he puffed. ‘Didn’t realise I’d need to use it quite so soon.’

      Once inside the dwelling they sat him on a throw rug in the corner, his back against the rough wall.

      Gazing down at him Darsameen said, ‘Sit. Recover. I will make you something to eat.’

      He nodded, leaned back, and watched her prepare Poraki bread stuffed with lentils.

      The elder sat next to him and removed his Chitrali cap. ‘I am Firooz.’

      ‘Ben.’

      ‘Tell me ... Ben ... why are you here?’

      ‘I—’ He stopped abruptly when a young girl entered from outside. Shooting Ben a shy glance, she headed straight for Darsameen’s Niqab skirt and hid herself within its folds.

      Was that Zeeana?

      He frowned.

      She looks familiar but ... Zeeana would be older and taller by now.

      Feeling a tap on his arm he turned back to Firooz, who was eyeing him expectantly. ‘I saw that your village had been attacked by the Taliban,’ Ben said slowly. ‘I was in Tarin Kowt, so I came to see if I could help.’

      ‘Old news.’ The elderly man sighed and shook his head. ‘That attack was seven days ago.’

      ‘What prompted it?’

      Firooz gave a huff. ‘After your allies,’ and he twitched a bushy grey eyebrow, ‘forced the Taliban out of their strongholds to the north and east, they cast off their red bandannas and fled into the desert, plundering every village they came across, including ours. They took our young people, many for the slave market.’ His chin dropped to his sunken chest, and he blew a long, sad breath. ‘The Taliban who shot at you were from a dissident group that fled Tora Bora. Only those two remained here.’ He gave a resigned shrug of bony shoulders. ‘But more will come.’

      When Darsameen handed Ben triangles of bread wrapped in a cloth, he bowed and took the offering, saying quietly, ‘It’s good to see you again, Darsameen.’ He leaned to the side, trying to get a closer look at the girl clinging to the woman’s skirt. ‘Zeeana?’

      ‘No, this is her younger sister Hajira.’ Darsameen tried to bring her forward but the little girl merely buried her face deeper in her mother’s skirt. ‘Zeeana...,’ Darsameen said solemnly, ‘... was taken six months ago.’

      ‘Taken?’

      ‘By the Taliban.’

      As he slumped against the wall, Ben saw Hajira emerge from within the folds of her mother’s skirt. Her piercing green eyes were so like her sister’s, and her pretty features.... His gaze fell on the wide scar running across the whole left side of her face, and he frowned up at Darsameen. ‘What happened to her?’

      Sticking out her chin, Darsameen said flatly, ‘I lost one child already. This was the only way to stop those monsters from taking another.’ Kneeling, she pulled Hajira in for a hug. ‘The prettiest are always taken for the slave market. This,’ and she waved a hand over the ugly, puckered scar, ‘was a small price to pay for keeping my remaining child here, safe.’

      Ben stared at her, struggling to take in what she was saying. ‘You ... did that to her? Burned her face?’ At her replying tight-lipped nod he fell silent, unable to comprehend how a parent, even one as desperate as Darsameen had no doubt been, could permanently disfigure her own child like that.

      But it was done out of love, not hate, knowing the worse fate the girl would receive at the hands of the Taliban.

      ‘You must leave as soon as you are able, Ben,’ Darsameen said. ‘The bodies of the two militants you killed are being buried, but someone will come looking for them. We will say they moved on, but still....’

      ‘No, I’m staying to help you,’ Ben interjected. ‘I can—’

      Firooz shot up a hand. ‘If you are found here, they will kill us for collaborating with the infidels. This they have made clear. Time and again they make this clear to us.’

      Darsameen gave a sad smile. ‘It is good to see you, Ben, but the best thing you can do for us ... is leave, and soon.’

      He sat, head bent and silent, for a long moment. Finally he asked in a low voice, ‘What happened to Zeeana?’

      ‘We don’t know for sure,’ Darsameen replied, her dark eyes glistening, ‘but it is assumed my beautiful daughter was taken to Herat.’

      ‘That is the major hub and portal for the slave traders,’ Firooz added. ‘No one taken there is ever seen again.’
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      When a yawning, bleary-eyed Salty emerged from the bedroom, Modeen looked up from the laptop to glance at the wall clock.

      Ten minutes to midnight.

      Keeping her voice low she asked, ‘What are you doing up?’

      Despite her quiet tone, Lawrence’s eyes snapped open and he sat bolt-upright on the couch. ‘What is the time, Cao Meng?’

      ‘Nearly midnight.’ She waved him back down. ‘Go to sleep.’

      Salty frowned at her. ‘What did he call you?’

      ‘Cao Meng, the Asian name he gave me.’ She wagged a finger at him. ‘Back to bed, Salty. We’ve got this covered.’

      ‘Can’t.’ His wide yawn almost swallowed the word.

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘I keep hearing your Aunty Hannah’s voice in my head saying, “You were sleeping while my niece was out risking her life?”.’

      ‘Don’t be silly. Go back to bed.’

      ‘Can’t.’ He yawned again. ‘To quote a saying, your kung fu might be strong, but your Aunty Han’s kung fu is stronger.’ Padding to the kitchen alcove, he grabbed the kettle and held it under the faucet. ‘I’ll keep Mei and Lawrence company while you’re out.’ He turned to eye the other two. ‘Tea or coffee?’

      As he spoke Mark stepped out of the bathroom, adjusting his weapon’s shoulder harness.

      ‘What about you, young fella?’ Salty waved the kettle in the air. ‘Up for a cuppa before you go?’

      ‘No thanks.’ Removing a custom 1911 Nighthawk Counsellor from the holster, Mark checked the pistol’s magazine.

      Modeen eyed him and rose. ‘You ready?’

      With a dip of his head, he took the black leather jacket from off the back of a chair, slipped it on, and patted it flat over his now concealed weapon. ‘Ready.’

      She gave the laptop’s screen one final glance. ‘Looks clear.’ Scooping up her own leather jacket and a small, dark-coloured backpack, she headed to the door. ‘Let’s get going.’

      As the door swung closed behind them, a weighty, late night silence enveloped the apartment. As if in wordless agreement, the two men moved silently to stand behind Mei, bending to peer over her shoulder at the laptop.

      When a rising rumble of water coming to the boil was followed by a loud clack as the kettle switched itself off, Salty released a breath and returned to the kitchen.

      Mei continued staring at the laptop. Panning out the camera to get a wider angle, she stiffened and pointed to the screen. ‘There they are.’

      

      Booming bass notes and energetic, if mostly off-key, singing thumped out at Modeen and Mark as they slipped into the narrow back lane off Young Street. The wince-inducing din came from the karaoke bar situated half-way down the lane. Unlike the other two-storey establishments, E-Star Karaoke Bar’s entrance was brightly illuminated, its marbled front facade, gold walls, and bright neon signage garish and jarring in the dimness.

      After stepping around the line of wheelie bins strung along the opposite side of the lane, the two stopped at the rear of a single-level establishment. Seeing Modeen slip on a black balaclava to cover her blonde hair and fair complexion, Mark moved to the building’s brick wall and pressed his back flat against it.

      With a final confirmation the lane was still clear, she gave him a nod. Bending his knees, he cupped his hands, and nodded back. As she sprang forward, he caught her foot and hoisted her onto the building’s flat roof. Then he donned his own balaclava, dragged one of the wheelie bins against the wall, and used it to climb up.

      He found her staring at the three metre-high parapet wall between the two buildings. An obstacle of that height she would normally scale by doing a wall run, but pounding along the galvanised roof to get a run-up was bound to attract attention.

      Shooting him a glance, she hiked a thumb over her shoulder to indicate her backpack. He nodded his understanding, zipped the pack open, and took out a coiled length of rope. When he twisted the streamlined stainless steel rod attached to one end, grappling barbs sprung open like an umbrella. Stepping away, he carefully swung the hook underarm and sent it sailing over the top of the wall.

      They heard a clunk, then sliding sounds as he reeled in the slack, and finally a clack as the hook caught on something solid. He leaned back to tug hard on the rope, making sure it was securely anchored, before passing the end to Modeen.

      
        
        On the other side of the wall the roof lines rose higher and were separated by low parapets, easy to traverse without making a sound. When they reached the roof of the target building, Mark once more went to Modeen’s backpack, this time retrieving a cordless gyroscopic screwdriver. After fitting the appropriate hex head socket into the chuck of the driver, he dropped to his knees and began removing roof screws.

      

      

      While he did that, she slipped on a streamlined pair of Shannis night vision goggles. When he grabbed the now loose end of a roof sheet, braced a foot against the top of the wall and bent the sheet back, she reached down to remove a polystyrene panel from the suspended ceiling, and then used the rafter to swing inside.

      The vibrant optics of her sleek, hi-tech goggles illuminated every inch of the upper floor’s barn-like interior. After a quick scan she whispered into her comms, ‘Clear.’

      Now also wearing goggles, Mark landed beside her with a soft thud on the timber floor. Together they padded downstairs to the ground level, senses on high alert as they headed for the office and change rooms located at the rear. After pausing to put her ear to the locked office door, Modeen checked the jamb for wires. Sliding her pistol from its holster, she stepped aside for Mark to pick the lock.

      Moments later he turned the handle and the door
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