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        To all of Modeen’s fans who are hunkered down during the global pandemic

        – keep fighting the good fight.
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        NatSec agents are going missing.

      

        

      
        When an attempted systems breach is detected, and two covert operatives fail to report in, national operations manager Jack Pender dispatches additional agents to provide on-ground assistance.

        But when those agents and a team leader are found dead in Perth HQ, Jack calls in the big guns, NatSec’s top-ranking team.

        Jo Modeen's team.

        Who are about to face their deadliest foe....

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Perth, Western Australia, Tuesday.

      Liam Reinhardt, NatSec’s WA team leader, checked his watch.

      Nineteen hundred hours.

      ‘Sorry to keep you back late, Joel.’ He eyed the national security agency’s head IT technician seated across the desk from him, marvelling that the obese man could squeeze his sizeable bulk into a standard office chair. ‘Any indication of who’s behind the attempted systems breach as yet?’

      The tech met his boss’s level gaze. ‘I’m using the latest software tools available to run a GEOIP trace. With a bit of luck we should get an IP address and location soon. I—’ When his phone chimed an alert, he glanced down at it and frowned. Something like dread crossed his face. Snatching up the retractable lanyard from his belt, he eyed the cards and fobs dangling from the end. Now the dread turned to alarm, and he began frantically rifling through his pockets.

      ‘Hey,’ Reinhardt barked, ‘what’s up?’

      ‘My ID pass ... it’s ... g-gone,’ Joel stuttered.

      ‘Could you have dropped it somewhere?’

      ‘No ... I....’ Gathering himself, Joel raised his eyes and gave a tight headshake. ‘You don’t understand.’ He took a deep breath and eyed his boss. ‘Someone has used my pass to access the server room. They’re in there right now, messing with the router.’

      Reinhardt’s mobile was already in his hand. He stabbed a finger on a number which was answered a heartbeat later. ‘Security,’ he barked, ‘lock down the server room, we have a breach.’

      At the end of the call, the security guard’s eyes darted to the server room monitor, where he saw a hunched figure in a dark, hooded tracksuit creeping among the equipment. When the figure turned toward the concealed camera in the room, the guard leaned closer to peer into the monitor, only to find a khaki headover concealing the bottom half of the intruder’s already shadowy face.

      With a frustrated grunt the guard leapt to his feet. Setting off the internal alarm, he pulled the Glock from his holster, and raced out the door in one fluid movement. Glimpsing the hooded figure making for the stairwell door at the end of the long corridor, he set off in pursuit.

      He kept in time with the perpetrator’s footfalls as they echoed up the stairwell, but dressed as he was in the usual security garb—bulletproof vest, and carrying a baton, two-way, Taser, torch, chest-mounted camera and firearm—the climb soon had the guard breathing hard and falling behind. Stopping at level twenty to suck in a breath, he peered upward, hoping his quarry was also tiring.

      But the figure continued climbing.

      At footfalls from below, the guard whipped around to see NatSec agent Mason Archer running up the stairwell toward him. Taking the stairs two at a time, Archer overtook the guard and was waved through with a puffed, ‘Go, go.’

      He increased pace and began gaining on the hooded figure. Archer was only five flights behind when the intruder passed the top floor of the fifty-storey building, from which point the stairs spiralled upward to where the rooftop rose to a stylish peak. The stairs terminated at a solid fireproof door, behind which a narrow platform provided access to the communications tower.

      As he burst through the door, Glock in hand, Archer glimpsed the dark figure leap off the platform. Hurrying to the edge, where the blustery high-level wind tugged at his hair and clothes, he peered down in time to see the man falling with arms outstretched, and a ribbon of fabric flapping in the wind as it trailed behind him.

      The ribbon inflated as he fell, ballooning and transforming into a rectangular ram-air canopy that jerked him vertical.

      Archer aimed his Glock at the base jumper, only to lower it again.

      A wayward bullet from this angle could be catastrophic for an innocent bystander below.

      Blowing a frustrated breath he returned the Glock to its holster, and watched the man bank sharply before gliding downward to land a distance away in Langley Park.

      And vanish from view.
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      Twenty-two hundred hours Thursday.

      The midnight-blue Aurion sped down Great Eastern Highway, its low-slung suspension bottoming out over speed bumps as it entered the carpark of Perth’s Crown Casino. As was usual for a Friday night there was competition for the few available spots in the parking lot, and the casino grounds buzzed with punters, diners, and tourists.

      At the wheel of the NatSec Aurion, Mason Archer nosed the sedan along the rows of parked vehicles, before pulling to a stop two rows back from another sedan, the same model and colour as the one he was driving. Beside him in the passenger’s seat, fellow agent Imogen Lee had her head bent over the mobile phone in her lap.

      Without looking up she asked, ‘What’s Reinhardt’s beef with Aaron and Hunter?’

      ‘Not sure.’ Archer scanned the nearby rows for any sign of an available parking bay. ‘He said they were on assignment and hadn’t called in for forty-eight hours, so we’ve been sent to find out why.’ When reversing lights illuminated nearby, he idled the Aurion closer and waited for the other car to exit the bay.

      ‘Reinhardt can track them just like we can.’

      Archer held up his mobile. ‘Neither agent is answering his calls or mine, and Reed’s tracker has dropped off the app. Luckily Knight’s is still transmitting.’

      ‘Does Reinhardt suspect they’ve been compromised?’

      ‘He knows something’s going on with them, but as to what that is....’ Archer shrugged. ‘It might be related to the recent attempts to break in to NatSec’s systems.’

      ‘I don’t get why Reinhardt’s so concerned about them. Aaron Knight and Hunter Reed are seasoned agents.’

      ‘He must have his reasons,’ Archer muttered. ‘Anyway, I’m doing as I’m told. So far the agency hasn’t given me any reason to question my assignments.’

      Raising dark, monolid eyes to stare at him, Lee said softly, ‘Surely he doesn’t suspect them of some ... transgression?’

      ‘He didn’t say as much, but I got the impression that if everything was kosher we wouldn’t be here. And those two blokes are hard ones to read, especially Aaron, which is probably why he’s so effective at covert ops.’ He nosed the Aurion into the bay and switched off the ignition.

      ‘It could simply be that they’re in a position where they can’t check in.’

      ‘Though it’s not that hard to do, especially,’ and he arched an eyebrow, ‘if you have time to visit a casino.’ Archer checked the tracking app on his phone and tensed. ‘Well, well. He can’t have done any good at the tables ’cos here he comes now.’ He pointed through the windscreen at the grand portico entrance, where people were constantly moving in and out. At six-foot-two and sporting a flat-top buzz cut, the former Australian Forces Commando stood out amid the milling, predominantly Asian crowd.

      Tugging at the cuffs beneath his stylish Cavani two-piece suit, Knight stepped off the kerb, crossed the taxi rank, and headed for the carpark.

      ‘Okay.’ In the Aurion, Archer leaned forward to grasp the keys dangling from the ignition. ‘We’ll follow him and see if we can find out what’s going on.’

      His words still hung in the air as he froze, one hand on the key and the other on the wheel. He didn’t have to look to know what the cold metal object pressed against the soft tissue behind his ear might be, nor who was wielding it. His shoulders sagged and he muttered resignedly, ‘I guess Knight isn’t the only one I should’ve been watching.’

      ‘You guess right.’ The nine-millimetre bullet tore through Archer’s skull, sending a spray of red across the dash and windscreen. His toned but now limp body slumped forward, slid sideways, and flopped against the door.

      As Lee unscrewed the silencer from her Beretta, the driver’s door was thrust open from outside and Aaron Knight’s tall, muscular frame leaned in.

      Shoving Archer’s flaccid corpse toward her he growled, ‘Drag him over to your side.’

      An instant later Lee was out of the car and leaning back in. Placing a knee on the seat for leverage, she grabbed a fistful of Archer’s jacket and helped slide his body across to the passenger’s side. Before taking the now vacant driver’s seat, Knight removed the silk handkerchief from his suit pocket and used it to wipe down the steering wheel and dashboard. Beside him, Lee secured the body with the seatbelt before ducking into the back of the car.

      Knight steered them out onto the highway, taking care to not attract attention. Weaving through the light traffic, he drove east, across the Garrett Road bridge and into Bayswater. There he took a side street onto Memorial Drive, and followed it to the boat ramp on the Swan River.

      Pulling to a stop near the ramp, he kept the motor running while surveying the area. A thick layer of mist clung to the still, dark water, and the distant sounds of city traffic echoed hollowly along the length of the river. In the carpark next to the boat ramp, an empty trailer hooked to a solitary dual-cab ute indicated the owner might be somewhere out on the water.

      Muttering, ‘As good a spot as any,’ Knight pulled a knife from the inside pocket of his suit jacket and flicked the blade open. Twisting to lean over the corpse in the passenger’s seat, he sliced the sleeve open and exposed Archer’s left arm. Feeling for the tracking device he knew would be buried in the soft tissue beneath Archer’s bicep, he pinched the skin and made a small incision. After squeezing the tiny metallic cylinder out and into his handkerchief, he gave it a wipe and held it up between his thumb and index finger.

      In the back seat, Imogen glanced at the device before returning her gaze to Knight, who slipped the tracker into the watch pocket of his suit pants and fixed accusing eyes on her.

      ‘We’ll have to do this the old-fashioned way now our cover’s blown,’ he muttered darkly, ‘thanks to your contact’s “undetectable” cyber-attack.’

      Lee said nothing, her gaze following Knight as he exited the vehicle and hurried to the passenger’s side.

      After a quick scan of the surroundings, he hoisted Archer’s body onto a shoulder with a grunt. Carrying the dead man out onto the jetty beside the boat ramp, he dropped him unceremoniously onto the rough timber boards. Kneeling beside the corpse, he yanked up the shirt and drove his knife’s blade deep between Archer’s ribs. Hastily turning his head away when air hissed from the perforation, he waited until the flow ebbed as the pierced lungs deflated.

      After removing the blade, he wiped it on Archer’s shirt and got to his feet. Seeing Lee standing watching, Knight announced, ‘That’ll keep the body from floating,’ and with a careless shove of a foot, rolled his dead colleague off the end of the jetty.

      As the heavy splash and gurgles subsided, Lee looked at him with raised brows. ‘How many times have you done ... that?’

      He grinned coldly at her. ‘Enough times to know it works.’

      She said nothing.

      They stood watching the dark, chilled water first lap and then consume the body.

      Rubbing her arm, she said, ‘We should remove our trackers too, otherwise they’ll be able to find us.’

      ‘Not yours, not yet anyway.’ Shrugging off his jacket, he indicated for her to hold out an arm and folded the jacket across it. Like a well-trained butler she kept her arm outstretched while he removed his tie and shirt. Retrieving the knife from his pants pocket and once more flicking it open, he pressed fingers to his own armpit, feeling for the embedded tracker.

      Lee turned her face away as, sucking in a breath through his teeth, he sliced the skin with the blade. Moments later she heard a tiny splash as he flicked the bloody device off the end of the jetty.

      ‘Well,’ he sniggered, pressing the handkerchief to the bleeding incision, ‘that takes care of me.’

      Taking out her mobile, Lee checked the tracking app and gave a smug grin. ‘Anyone looking for you will think you’re in the river, and that Archer’s standing right here, with me.’

      ‘Exactly the illusion I was going for.’

      He reached for his clothes and she watched him put them on. ‘So ... what do we do now?’

      ‘Now,’ he said flatly, ‘we pay Reinhardt a visit.’
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      ‘I believe the leak’s been found and plugged.’ In NatSec’s Perth office, Liam Reinhardt kept his eyes fixed on the laptop’s screen as he pressed the phone tighter against his ear. ‘It appears Aaron Knight has been retired ... or went for an extended swim in the river.’

      ‘I see.’ National operations manager Jack Pender’s tone remained level and business-like across the phone connection. ‘And you’re assuming it was Knight who gained unauthorised access to the server room two days ago?’

      ‘Yes. Archer and Lee must’ve had cause to neutralise him.’

      ‘And where are those two now?’

      ‘On their way back here.’

      ‘Good. I expect a full report, ASAP.’

      ‘Roger that.’ As he ended the call, Reinhardt sat back to eye the two agents sitting across the desk from him. ‘While we appreciate Sydney branch having sent you to assist,’ he said after a pause, ‘our internal investigation has brought the situation under control, so you can return to your home base.’

      ‘Your investigation resulted in an agent’s “retirement”?’ Senior NatSec agent Paul Dowding arched a sceptical eyebrow.

      Reinhardt nodded. ‘These agents weren’t simply missing. At least one had gone rogue and has now been retired.’

      ‘Does that happen often?’

      ‘Does what happen often?’

      ‘NatSec agents going rogue.’

      Seated beside him, Dowding’s partner, Aria Chastain, spoke up. ‘We’ve only ever heard of one other instance.’

      Ignoring her, Reinhardt said brusquely, ‘No, it doesn’t happen “a lot”.’ After an audible exhale, he went on in a more even tone. ‘That said, given the nature of the work we do, it’s a possibility we have to keep in mind. Another reason the agency is working on a new tracking system, as an added safeguard.’

      Chastain sat forward. ‘What sort of new system?’

      ‘That’s all I can say about it at this point.’ Reinhardt eyed her. ‘As you know, the existing tracking devices allow us to assist if agents run into trouble. However, it’s been made obvious that the implants are all too easily removed should an agent be captured ... or decide to drop off the radar.’

      Chastain nodded, glanced at the wall clock, and then at Dowding. Turning to address Reinhardt again, she said, ‘Well, if you’re sure you don’t need us, we’ll call it a night and catch a return flight to Sydney tomorrow.’

      Mumbling, ‘Fine,’ Reinhardt peered at the tracking app on his laptop. ‘But our guys are almost here, if you want to sit in on the debrief?’ He raised his eyes to gaze at them. ‘If your team leader’s anything like me, he’ll expect a report on your return, regardless of the level of your involvement in the case. And the debrief will provide further details for your reports. It’s your call, however.’

      The two agents eyed each other and nodded.

      ‘We’ll sit in,’ Dowding said. ‘Makes this trip seem less of a waste of our time. And it’s not like there’s anywhere else we need to be.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      After motoring past the towering skyscrapers of Perth’s city centre, Aaron Knight spotted the distinctive spiked glass roof of the Palace Hotel’s adjoining courtyard. Turning off George Street into a narrow lane at the rear of the hotel, he idled the Aurion into an underground carpark beneath the South32 Tower.

      The on-site guard glanced at the ID cards flashed at him by a smiling Lee and shadowy Knight before raising the boom gate to let them in. The Aurion’s exhaust rumbled through the cavernous two-level parking area as they made their way to the designated parking bay.

      As they exited the vehicle and headed for the elevator, their footfalls echoed off the concrete in the mostly empty void. They didn’t speak as Lee swiped her access card against the after hours key lock, and pressed the button to summon the lift. While waiting for it to descend they stood silent and alert. When the doors opened with a swish, they stepped inside and fronted up to the elevator’s brightly lit control panel. It contained buttons representing each of the tower’s fifty upper levels.

      Lee simultaneously held down the BASEMENT LEVEL TWO and ALARM buttons to override the standard elevator function. As the lift carried them down to the sub-levels housing NatSec’s offices, she glanced up and smiled at the CCTV camera she knew to be concealed behind the mirrored panels.

      The lift door opened and they stepped onto the small landing. The guard on that level, with one hand on his Glock, beckoned them to identify themselves via the fingerprint interface.

      Noticing uncertainty creep into the guard’s expression, Knight asked casually, ‘Something wrong, Stan?’

      After a pause, the guard gave a dismissive shrug. ‘Just ... Reinhardt said he was expecting two agents, but I’m sure he told me it was Archer and Lee.’ He turned to eye the monitor as Lee pressed her hand against the fingerprint interface and her image appeared on screen.

      Born in Honolulu to a Polish father and Vietnamese mother, she was five-six, athletic, and looked more Asian than American.

      ID CONFIRMED flashed on the screen.

      ‘Yeah?’ Knight gave an unconcerned grin. ‘Well, we’re two agents alright but as you can see, it’s Lee and me, not Archer.’

      The guard nodded. ‘Guess I heard wrong.’

      As he stepped up to ID himself, Knight thumped the guard on a shoulder. ‘Reinhardt probably got it wrong, Stan. He’s been under a lot of pressure lately.’

      ‘You’re probably right.’

      Having cleared security, the two agents walked through the maze of office cubicles, mostly empty at that time of night, until they came to the closed door of Reinhardt’s office. After pausing to screw silencers to their pistols, Knight nodded to Lee, who rapped on the door. At Reinhardt’s barked, ‘Enter,’ she led the way in.

      Reinhardt looked up from his desk to greet the agents, but his smile became a rictus when Knight stepped around Lee and into the room. Before the two Sydney agents could react, Lee had whipped up her Beretta and let loose two quick rounds, sending nine-millimetre projectiles through the vertebra at the bases of their sculls. As their bodies sagged sideways in their chairs, a snidely grinning Knight skirted the desk with his Browning Mk4 levelled at Reinhardt’s forehead.

      At Reinhardt’s growled, ‘What’s the meaning of this, Aaron?’ Knight glanced at the open laptop on the desk and then back at his team leader. ‘Well now, I could tell ya, Reinhardt, but...,’ As he spoke, he squeezed the Browning’s trigger. ‘...I can’t be bothered.’ Shoving Reinhardt’s crumpled body out of the chair and letting it slump to the floor, Knight settled himself in front of the laptop and began searching through directories and files. ‘Hah, found it!’ Taking a USB memory stick from his pocket, he plugged it into the laptop.

      From where she squatted beside Reinhardt’s corpse, checking his pockets, Lee jerked up her head at Knight’s loud curse and barked, ‘What?’

      After releasing a string of expletives, Knight said between clenched teeth, ‘The files are stored on a remote server, and Reinhardt doesn’t have administrator rights to download them.’

      ‘Oh, crap.’ Lee gaped at him in disbelief. ‘Where does that leave us?’

      Slamming the laptop closed in frustration, Knight sat back to stare at the ceiling. ‘There are two prototypes,’ he said slowly, before lurching forward to meet Lee’s gaze. ‘We’ll just have to tackle this another way.’

      ‘What other way?’

      ‘Steal one.’

      ‘Steal a prototype?’ Lee shook her head at him. ‘It’s too risky. They’re heavily guarded. We’d never get close enough.’ Frowning, she tapped her lips with a finger. ‘Then again ... there might be a third, easier option.’
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      From where she stood at the end of a jetty on the Swan River, Mei Wong, NatSec alias Mei Tan, shivered as another gust of cold air from the south-west buffeted her. Wrapping the full-length angora coat tighter around herself, she continued peering into the river’s murky depths.

      No point checking her surroundings again. At mid-afternoon on a weekday, the boat ramp was unlikely to have any other visitors.

      So the tap on her shoulder had her gasping and spinning around to face the interloper. ‘Oh! Mr Williams. You scared the life out of me.’

      Luke ‘Spooky’ Jackson, NatSec alias Luke Williams, gave an unapologetic grin. ‘What’s with the “Mister” business? Makes me feel ancient. Call me Luke, or Spooky. We should be on first name terms now, you’ve been part of our team for months.’ As he spoke, he peered over the end of the jetty. ‘So, what are we lookin’ at?’

      ‘Mark’s down there.’

      ‘Yeah? What’s he lookin’ for?’

      ‘Jack wants us to physically ID the body.’

      Spooky frowned. ‘Did he tell you why?’

      ‘To prove a theory.’

      ‘And did he say what that theory is?’

      ‘He didn’t elaborate.’ She paused and then pointed to a spot a few metres off the jetty, where an upsurge of bubbles had broken the surface. ‘Maybe Mark can shed some light on it now.’

      Spooky watched the trail of bubbles make for their position through the oily water, before turning to scan the nearby carpark. ‘Good time of year to dispose of a body,’ he commented. ‘Come summer this place’ll be packed with people.’

      Grabbing the grey felt blanket she’d earlier folded and put by her feet, Mei flicked it open and followed the bubble trail to the jetty’s far side.

      When the faint pencil beam of a torch became visible amid the rolling bubbles, Spooky braced himself against a pylon and bent to grab the hand as it broke the surface. After he’d hoisted Mark onto the jetty, Mei wrapped the blanket around her brother’s broad shoulders.

      Sliding the mask to the top of his head with one hand and spitting his mini-compressed air scuba cylinder into the other, Mark stood barefoot and bare chested, shivering in his jeans. ‘Man that water’s c-cold,’ he muttered through blue-tinged lips.

      The youngest recruit to join NatSec as an active field agent, Mark Wong, alias Mark Tan, had enlisted the same time as big sister Mei. Born in Malaysia, the siblings had been raised in Sydney after the family immigrated to Australia, so despite their obviously Asian appearance, both were as fair dinkum as any fourth or fifth generation Aussie.

      Mei rubbed his shoulders vigorously to warm them. ‘What did you find?’

      ‘That’s not A-Aaron Knight down there,’ he said through chattering teeth. ‘It’s M-Mason Archer.’

      Wrapping the blanket tighter around his shivering torso, Mei gave his back a brisk rub. ‘Let’s get you out of this wind before you freeze to death.’

      They strode to their waiting vehicle, where Mark changed into dry clothes and piled into the back seat, while Mei climbed into the driver’s side and Spooky into the passenger’s.

      Mei took a quick scan of the carpark and turned to eye Spooky. ‘How did you get here?’

      ‘Landed at Pearce Airbase and got an airman to drop me off. Had to leave my kit at the base.’ He held up his phone. ‘Jack’s been playing silly buggers with the trackers, giving and taking access privileges, so I knew exactly where to find you.’

      Mei nodded. ‘And he’s expecting an update from us.’ After connecting her phone by blue-tooth to the vehicle’s audio system, she placed a call.

      After only one ring, Jack’s voice boomed through the speakers. ‘What did you find?’

      ‘I have you on speaker, sir,’ Mei replied. ‘Mr Williams ... er ... I mean ... Luke is with us.’

      ‘Good,’ Jack said brusquely. ‘Go on.’

      ‘We have confirmed that the body in the river is not Aaron Knight, sir. It’s Mason Archer.’

      After a pregnant pause Jack murmured, ‘Hmm ... as suspected.’ Following another, thoughtful pause he barked, ‘I need you to check out two more trackers, after which I suggest you wait for Jo and the rest of the team to arrive. If I’m right, this could go deeper than first thought.’

      At the mention of trackers, Spooky glanced at the tracking app on his phone.

      Two blinking green dots appeared on screen.
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      The plane dipped and rose again, the sudden movements jolting awake Josephine Dakota Modeen, NatSec alias Josephine Bennet. Her eyes snapped open and she scanned the aircraft’s cabin. On return from a recent mission in Afghanistan, they’d hitched a ride on an RAAF Wedgetail doing a scheduled run to Williamtown Base on Australia’s east coast.

      Across the aisle from her, a haggard Ben Logan, alias Ben Smith, was still asleep, as was Barry ‘Bugs’ Pritchard, alias Barry Peterson. Their heads rolled from side to side on their headrests as the 737 encountered more turbulence.

      Unfolding herself from beneath the brawny arm belonging to her husband and NatSec agent Troy ‘Wolf’ Wolverton, alias Troy Ryan, Modeen stretched and yawned. As if on queue, her phone vibrated with an incoming call. Taking care to grab the seat backs along the way as the plane continued pitching, she hurried to a vacant row before answering the call.

      ‘Modeen.’ Spooky’s familiar voice held a note of urgency. ‘Mark and Mei are here with me, and I have you on speaker.’

      Dropping into a seat, she blinked and rubbed her face. ‘Go ahead, Spook.’

      ‘Mason Archer’s body was discovered at the bottom of the Swan River. His tracker had been removed. And now WA team leader, Liam Reinhardt, and the two Sydney agents Jack sent to assist with the case, have been found dead in Reinhardt’s office.’

      She sucked in a shocked breath. ‘Assassinated?’
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MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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