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  Chapter One
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Riddles


Laying low was not unfamiliar to Georgia Sands or Rosie Mdeba. But hiding? Being forced to retreat? Those sentiments ate at their innermost ambitious cores. 
The newly established safe house appeared empty from the outside, day and night. Its grounds neat enough but not too neat that it would draw unwanted attention. The grenade bars exactly the same as the rest of the neighbourhood. The fully carpeted interior was lit by floor-level sensor lights with heavy drapes lining all windows. 
Georgia read by headlamp at the kitchen table retracing their methods and annotating the whys and wherefores of their recently failed mission. Rosie, quite adept at cooking by the pantry light, not once zested her fingertips while making lemon curd. Until now.
"Blast it all." 
Aghast, Georgia's eyes widened like soup plates. "You didn’t?"
"I did."
"Rosie, you don’t zest over the pot do you?"
"No! Never!" she replied, a bit too loudly and stomped into the pantry.
Georgia assumed the stove duties and spied the bowl of whisked milky eggs near the enamelled cast-iron frypan. Those culinary delights were the primary factors in solving many a problem.
"What's going on?"
Rosie, taking a long time to apply the plaster, eventually returned her cohort's glare. "We need a map of Australia. But first, take the lemon curd off the heat. It should be done by now."
A flurry of emotions raced across Georgia’s face before she turned away to reposition the pot and remove the wooden spoon. "Australia?" 
"Are you okay? Is there something you need to tell me? Have you been there? Do you—"
"Geez woman! You’re firing questions like a semi-automatic. Here’s a ricochet for you…why a map?"
"I have received an encrypted message. It’s about Luan."
"What? He should also be in hiding!"
"He is, just not in this country."
Georgia licked the spoon, tossed it into the sink and huffed noisily. "More lack of comms! The biggest reason we had to scarper with our tails between our legs. We failed and those bastards got away all because of the lack of comms! Did you hear me? LACK. OF. COMMS."
Dancing around each other, Rosie tapped two knobs of butter into the pan and spoke at the same time. "The map!"
"This is nuts!" Georgia said through gritted teeth. ‘Do we even have a plan?’
Rosie pulled a folded note from her pocket and waved it about. "Time’s a-ticking, go on, shoo. Eggs will be ready soon."







  
  Chapter Two
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Luan Vanda


An unexpected belch of rust-tainted bile threatened to block Luan's windpipe. His exhausted body battled the dense purple-stained sea tugging at his aching limbs. Alternating with the cranial whacker-packer were bursts of recall. Luxury super yacht, chopper, buddies doing shots, glints of steel, ravishing medics. Monsters of the deep added to the anguish. He clung to a makeshift body board, the ice box lid bobbing among semi-submerged bodies. 
Grimacing at the pain his tongue inflicted around his salt-crusted mouth, more horrific memories surged akin to a surfer’s dream wave. Gagged, strapped to a port-a-chair above a burley tank. Hypnotised by his own blood dripping from the toenail beds into the pungent water. The click in his ears every time he swallowed was as loud as the crack of a whip. His head snapping upwards to stare at an endless production line. Innocent lives being carved up by a Japanese man brandishing a surgical blade.
Through delirium’s red-tinted veil his old mate, Oil, probed his mind. Then the culprits destroyed during Operation Incapacitate weirdly morphed into his cohorts; Georgia and Rosie. Luan had mutely cried out when the Jap slashed at their corpses. From the void of their lucrative organs, the bastard excavated a shell and slurped turtle meat from its haven. 
Luan’s head lolled. His eyes flew open when something splashed noisily nearby. The vivid recollection of the vessel abruptly pitching caused him to look around frantically before plunging back into the nightmare of ringing ears, nasal-hair assault, and sliding down the offal trough into the school of bait fish amongst thawing dismembered corpses. 
During a moment of clarity he desperately willed his legs to propel him forwards. He screamed in agony. His wounded back, skin whipped raw then seared like a grilled steak, tore apart. 
The ocean heaved and sighed like a giant sea monster’s sultry breath. Lifeless globs trailed by some invisible magnetic field until a wave carried him over the rim of an atoll. Exhausted, he rolled into the water, hugged the lid and begged for rain. Luan's throat constricted as his closing eyelids scraped like sandpaper. 
He tumbled back into the mind game torment. This time, the last sweet vision of his daughter, Agnes, theatrically blowing him a kiss before the memory obliterated itself with the same effect the grenade had on her little body. 
Waves churned. Thrust against craggy outcrops, he gripped with all his might to stay clear of the hungry ocean. The plastic security blanket taunted him. Return to me. A yawning shadow from an unseen force sucked the heavy air into oblivion. White lightning fingered the bruised sky hunting for something to punish. His teeth ached with every thunderous clap. As the rain fell, his grip failed. The hungry ocean welcomed him. He prayed for the downpour to stop. For anything, but to die alone.
Things grabbed at his arms, his legs, his head. Voices mingled with noises mingled with silence.
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Transformations


Under the guise of a Kenyan-born model of lacy lingerie, the exotic traveller—Zuri Kibibi aka Georgia Sands—easily cleared Customs in Sydney, discarded the ex-Johannesburg boarding ticket, changed outfits, then flew on to Brisbane. Her high-necked leopard-print pant suit disappeared into matching boots. Anyone walking behind her would not have noticed the backpack in the matching print, and certainly would not be paying attention to the trailing black cabin luggage. Hailing a cab, or hiring the backpacker-bomb with an extra can of fuel, didn’t even take a wink or a nudge. 
The mercy dash across the southern hemisphere came about because of withheld information. And Georgia’s ego spoon fed it like it was a chattering monkey.
Only Rosie knew Luan had flown out to Australia to catch up with some of the old boys from the allied Underground Attack Unit. Only Rosie knew that in addition to the deep-sea fishing trips the men were going to hire glass-bottomed boats, cruise the length and breadth of Queensland’s Great Barrier Reef and follow the turtles. Turtles! Of all the things in the ocean! Particularly when months earlier the team had failed to complete Operation Turtle Nest. A dramatic and perilous hunt for an illegal hunting outfit off the coast of Madagascar. Turtles!
And then there was the man himself. Luan Vanda. Of course he would never admit his vulnerabilities to Georgia. He should have. His silence damned nearly got them all killed. After all the years working together, Georgia thought she knew all of his demons. How wrong she was. 
Chiding herself for festering negativity, she reflected on the meet-up in the kitchen five days earlier and the manner in which Rosie’s deception had unravelled itself rather ignobly. 
They had been deciphering the encrypted note – Lima hostage. Kid. B@Pancake. 00.00.151.240203 –  while picking crumbs off the Queensland map from the second round of lemon curd on toast. Georgia's guts flopped for the umpteenth time at how quickly the afternoon had deteriorated because of Rosie’s reluctance to fess up. Their ego-driven arguments normally lasted as long as a sherbet rush. Not this time. Only Rosie knew Luan's endless tribute to his dead little girl. His revenge fuelled towards anyone known to butcher her favourite sea creatures. Georgia's threat to leave forced Rosie to divulge that Agnes was the name of Luan’s daughter.
With sizzling tempers they deduced his recovery mission was to commence at midnight from Pancake Creek north of Agnes Waters. It was Rosie who had taken it upon herself to name the op Leatherback based on the sensitive subject.  
At the Departure Gates the woman had also made Georgia promise she would return with the man they both respected and needed. Their choreographer. Their tactical chief. Their main man when it came to taking out those who deserved to die. Paedophiles. Drug lords. Poachers. The list was still very long. Individually, the three operatives were lethal. Collectively, a formidable team. Above all though, Luan was a friend. For Georgia; she feared keeping this promise was going to be the most difficult thing she had ever done. 
Now, her mood was blacker than the paint she had covered herself in. Here she was running on adrenaline in unknown environs hoping it wasn’t too late to complete the threefold mission. Firstly; get to the land of boxing kangaroos without being compromised. Check. Secondly; trust that the Aussie crew would have a plan in place by the time she arrived at the rendezvous point. Challenging. Thirdly, have a cool head by the time they met up. Choice.
Unbeknown to anybody else, there was another emotion Georgia had to deal with. Suppressed desire. It roared to the surface every time she thought about Stick, the one man, the only man, the Australian who had nurtured her shattered soul, built her up, then left without a word. At the sheer murmur of his name she went gooey inside. More than a decade on, the pained anti-climax was as raw as the grated carrot that had decorated the inflight salad.
A lolling head of a sleeping passenger had rested on her shoulder. His rank dreadlocks snaked down her torso. All it took was one controlled throat-punch and, eventually, he was moved to another seat. Having perfected the art of feigning sleep while being on high alert, Georgia alleged the sound of a fellow passenger choking was what had awoken her. Instinct tickled her memory banks. 
She shivered
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