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            "The most dangerous battles are the ones fought without uniforms, without borders, and without rules—only loyalties, shadows, and the silence between betrayals."—Unknown Intelligence Operative"In war, you know who the enemy is. In espionage, you find out too late."—Commander Nathan Harwood (personal log, classified)"You train for war, but in black ops, it's the silence that kills you. Not bullets. Not bombs. Silence."—Talon Unit Field Manual (Restricted Access)

      

    


BOOK 2: RED TIDE RISING

PROLOGUE: A Silent Breach––––––––Darwin, Northern Territory
00:00 Zulu Time

The moon hung low over Darwin’s jagged coastline, its pale light bleeding across the desolate expanse of the submarine cable landing station. The Timor Sea churned below, waves smashing against the rocky cliffs with a relentless fury that echoed the tension coiling in my chest. The air was thick with salt and the faint, acrid bite of diesel from the generators humming behind the barbed-wire perimeter. The facility itself—a huddle of squat concrete bunkers, rusted satellite dishes tilting skyward, and a tangle of exposed conduits—looked like a relic of some forgotten war, a sentinel guarding Australia’s digital arteries. Beneath the ocean’s restless surface, fibre-optic cables stretched across the Indo-Pacific, pulsing with encrypted military data critical to AUKUS and our allies. Tonight, those cables were bleeding secrets—and it was my job to stanch the wound.

I am Kieran “Torque” Knox, tech specialist for Talon Unit, crouched low in the shadow of a storage shed, my breath fogging faintly in the cool night air. My fingers moved deftly over the controls of my recon drone, its live feed stuttering across my tablet screen. The image sharpened, revealing a cable junction box near the shore—its metal casing torn open, wires spilling out like entrails glinting wetly in the moonlight. “Boss, we have got tampering. Physical cut, not remote. Whoever did this know exactly where to hit,” I said into my comms, forcing my voice to stay steady despite the adrenaline surging through me.

Commander Nate Harwood’s voice crackled back, crisp, and unyielding. “Torque, status on the perimeter cams?”

I flicked my eyes to my secondary screen, where the facility’s security feeds blinked in a grid. “Cams are live, boss, but the east sector’s been dark for thirty minutes. Could be a cut line—or someone is already slipped past.” My pulse quickened. A physical breach was not some script kiddie’s remote exploit; it was firsthand, deliberate. Someone had stood right here, tools in hand, and sliced into our lifeline. The thought sent a shiver down my spine that had nothing to do with the coastal wind rattling the shed’s corrugated walls.

“Wraith, what’s ASIO got?” Nate asked, his tone a razor’s edge of calm.

Declan “Wraith” Maddox, our MI6 liaison with a mind like a steel trap, replied coolly. “Initial analysis points to foreign espionage—Chinese signatures, per recent threat assessments. Encrypted packets were routed to a Southeast Asian server just before the alarms triggered. ASIO’s betting on an inside job—someone with detailed schematics. They are losing their minds over this; more Aussies are being targeted by spies now than ever before.”

His words hit like a punch. I had read the briefs—AFP and ASIO reports painting a grim picture of espionage eroding our defences, a silent war waged in boardrooms and back alleys. The coastal isolation of this place suddenly felt less like protection and more like a trap, the vast emptiness around us amplifying the threat. The salt air stung my nostrils, mingling with the metallic tang of fear I could not shake.

“Tony, eyes on the main entry. Anything?” Nate’s voice cut through the static again.

Tony Rinoldi, our sniper and resident wiseass, was perched on a ridge overlooking the bunker’s reinforced door, his scope a faint glint against the dark. “Nada, boss,” he said, his drawl dripping with sarcasm. “Quiet as a graveyard shift at a morgue. Either they have bolted, or they are still cozy inside, sipping tea and laughing at us.”

“Stay sharp. We secure the facility, then trace the leak,” Nate ordered. He gestured to the Virelli twins, Marco and Elias, and Leo Stratis to fan out along the western perimeter. The three moved like phantoms, their recon instincts razor-sharp from years of hunting threats in worse hellholes than this. Spencer “Spore” Bowen, our chem-bio expert, lingered near Nate, his portable analyser whirring as he sampled the air—still twitchy from that bioweapon scare in Jakarta last year. Dane Mercer, stoic as ever, held the rear, his rifle steady and his eyes scanning the shadows.

I adjusted my drone’s altitude, zooming in on the junction box. Those cables were the backbone of our defence network—terabytes of classified intel flowing through them every second. One clean cut could choke communications across the region, blind our satellites, and leave us vulnerable to whatever came next. “Boss, it’s confirmed—primary data lines severed. I am pulling logs now, but this smells like a setup for a massive data grab,” I reported, my fingers flying over the tablet to isolate the breach’s timestamp. “They didn’t just nick it; they carved it open with surgical precision.”

Nate’s response was ice-cold. “Lock it down, team. This is not about wires tonight. They have turned us into the hunted.”

Thunder growled in the distance, a low rumble rolling in from the Timor Sea like a warning drumbeat. The night pressed in closer, shadows stretching across the cracked concrete like skeletal fingers. I could not shake the sensation of eyes on us—not just from some hidden enemy, but from the land itself, ancient and unyielding, watching our scramble with cold indifference.

My mind drifted to a memory that would not stay buried—Sydney, fourteen months ago. We had rooted out a sleeper cell embedded in our own ranks, a logistics officer named Carter with a gambling habit and a bank account fattened by foreign handlers. I had been the one to crack his encrypted comms, tracing the leak that cost us two operatives in the field. When we cornered him, he did not beg or fight—just stared at us with hollow eyes, resigned to his fate. That betrayal had gutted me, not because I had liked the guy, but because I had not seen it coming. Now, staring at this mangled junction box, I felt that same gnawing dread. Was this another Carter? Someone we trusted, feeding our secrets to the void?

“Torque, you good?” Spore’s voice jolted me back, his hazel eyes flicking toward me with that uncanny knack he had for reading people.

“Yeah, just... thinking,” I muttered, brushing off the memory like sand from my boots. “This feels too much like Sydney.”

He nodded, his jaw tight. “Yeah, but we are not blind this time. We have the drop on them—assuming we move fast.”

I was not convinced. In this game, the enemy always had the first move; we just scrambled to catch up. But I kept that to myself—doubt was a luxury we could not afford right now.

A sharp ping from my drone’s motion sensor snapped me to attention. “Boss, movement—east sector, near the backup generators. Too fuzzy to ID—could be wildlife, but...” I trailed off, zooming in. The feed stabilized, revealing a glint of metal lodged in the fence—a compact device, its LED blinking faintly.

“Wraith, thermal cams,” Nate barked.

Declan tapped his tablet, frowning. “No heat signatures. Whatever is out there, it is cold.”

“Decoy, maybe,” Tony mused. “Or their own drone, playing peekaboo.”

I angled my drone closer, the object coming into focus—a camera jammer, still active, its signal pulsing like a heartbeat. “It’s a jammer,” I said, biting back a curse. “That is why the east cams dropped. They have been cloaking their tracks.”

Nate’s voice turned to steel. “Then they are still here. Torque, trace the signal.”

“Already on it.” I switched to the drone’s EMF scanner, hunting the frequency. The readout flickered, then locked—a faint transmission looping back toward the main bunker. “It is pinging off the central hub. They have a relay or tap inside.”

“Inside?” Tony’s tone sharpened, losing its usual levity. “So, they’ve cracked the vault while we’re out here chasing ghosts?”

“Looks that way,” I said, my mind racing. If they had breached the interior, they could be siphoning data—or planting a worm to gut the network from within. My fingers hesitated over the controls, a flicker of panic I quickly crushed. Focus, Torque. You have got this.

Nate did not flinch. “Talon Unit, we are moving in. Torque, keep the drone on overwatch. Tony, cover the entrance. Virellis and Leo, sweep the perimeter for stragglers. Spore, Dane, with me—we are breaching the bunker.”

The team shifted into motion, a symphony of disciplined chaos. Marco and Elias melted into the western shadows, their silenced footsteps swallowed by the wind. Leo trailed them, his lean frame cutting through the dark like a blade. Tony adjusted his scope, muttering something about “bloody ninja spies” under his breath. Spore and Dane flanked Nate, their boots crunching faintly on the gravel as they approached the bunker’s blast door.

I guided the drone higher, its whirring blades a faint hum against the crashing waves. The feed showed the team converging on the entrance, but my eyes kept drifting to that blinking jammer. It was too clean, too perfectly placed. A distraction? Or a lure? My gut screamed trap, but I had no proof—just instinct honed from too many close calls.

“Boss, door’s intact—no signs of forced entry,” Spore reported, his analyser sweeping the frame. “If they’re inside, they had a key or a code.”

“Or a friend,” Dane added, his voice low and grim. The unspoken accusation hung heavy—another traitor, another Carter.

Nate nodded, his face unreadable. “Stack up. Torque, any chatter on the signal?”

I fine-tuned the scanner, filtering out the ambient noise of the generators. “Weak, but it is live. Narrowband transmission—could be relaying to a boat offshore. Cannot pinpoint it yet; the storm’s screwing with the range.”

“Keep trying,” Nate said. “We’re going in blind otherwise.”

The blast door groaned open under Spore’s deft hands, revealing a dimly lit corridor lined with conduit pipes and flickering LEDs. The team slipped inside, swallowed by the shadows, while my drone circled above like a lone sentinel. The wind picked up, carrying the scent of rain and the distant howl of a dingo—a primal sound that made the hairs on my neck stand on end.

I leaned against the shed, the cold metal biting through my jacket, and let my mind wrestle with the pieces. A physical cut. A jammer. An inside relay. This was not a smash-and-grab; it was a chess move, calculated to bleed us slow. And if they had someone on the payroll, they would know our playbook—every step, every counter. My thoughts spiralled back to Carter again, his dead-end stare, the way he had sold us out for a few thousand bucks and a promise. Was I paranoid, or just paying attention?

“Torque, you’re quiet,” Tony’s voice buzzed through the comms, teasing but edged with concern. “Don’t tell me you’re napping out there.”

“Just thinking, mate,” I shot back, forcing a grin he could not see. “Someone’s got to do the heavy lifting while you play sniper.”

He chuckled, but it was tight. “Yeah, well, do not think too hard. We need that brain of yours intact.”

“Focus, both of you,” Nate cut in, his voice muffled by the bunker’s walls. “Spores got a hit—trace particulates near the server room. Could be residue from their gear.”

“On it,” Spore replied. “Running it now—looks like polymer dust, maybe from a cutting tool.”

I exhaled, steadying myself. They were close—too close. My drone’s feed showed nothing new outside, just the endless dance of waves and shadows. But inside, the stakes were climbing. If that relay was active, every second we wasted was another gigabyte of intel lost to the ether.

A sudden crackle on the comms made me jump. “Torque, signal spike!” Declan’s voice, urgent for once. “Your relay’s broadcasting—high volume, encrypted. They are pulling data now.”

“Shit,” I hissed, diving back into the scanner. The frequency spiked, a jagged line on my screen. “Boss confirmed—they are live. Relays in the server hub, northwest corner. Can you get there?”

“On our way,” Nate said, his calm fracturing just enough to reveal the strain. “Hold the line out there.”

Hold the line. Easy to say when you are not the one staring down a digital haemorrhage, wondering if the enemy’s already won. I pushed the drone to its limits, sweeping the coastline for any sign of an extraction—lights, boats, anything. The storm was closing in, lightning flickering on the horizon, and with it, the sinking certainty that we were running out of time.

This was not just an op anymore. It was a war in the gray, where the battlefield was invisible and the enemy wore no uniform. Somewhere out there—or worse, among us—a traitor was pulling strings, and Talon Unit was the only thing standing between them and collapse. As the team pressed deeper into the bunker, my drone humming above, I gripped the tablet tighter, praying we were not already too late.



Silent Depths: Talon Unit's Mission

The submarine HMAS Rankin sliced through the dark waters of the Timor Sea, its hull vibrating with a low hum that reverberated through the steel corridors. Stationed off the coast of Jakarta, the vessel was a shadow in the deep, its presence masked by advanced stealth tech. Inside, the air was stale, tinged with the metallic scent of machinery and the sweat of a crew on edge. Red emergency lights cast an eerie glow, illuminating the faces of Talon Unit as they prepared for a mission that could alter the course of an escalating espionage crisis.

The Team

At the heart of the operations room stood Commander Nate Harwood, his presence a steadying force amid the chaos. His tactical display flickered with encrypted data, outlining their target: a coastal facility suspected of funnelling classified Australian defence secrets to hostile forces. The scars on his weathered face told stories of countless operations, each one adding to the calm authority that his team had learned to trust without question.

Nearby, the Virelli twins, Marco, and Elias, bent over a table strewn with maps and schematics. The former paratroopers moved with an almost uncanny synchronicity, their street-hardened instincts sharpened by years of recon work. Their dark eyes scanned for weaknesses in the enemy's defences, each twin seeming to know what the other was thinking before a word was spoken.

Leo Stratis leaned against the bulkhead, his accent cutting through the tension as he cracked a joke that earned a few grim smiles. The assault specialist's criminal past had taught him to read situations quickly, and his charismatic demeanour masked a fierce loyalty to the unit that had given him purpose beyond the streets.

Tony Rinoldi hunched over his sniper rifle, making minute adjustments to the scope while muttering sarcastic observations under his breath. The tech specialist's emotionally guarded nature showed through his biting humour, but his skills were unquestionable—when Tony had a target in his sights, the mission was complete.

In the corner, Declan "Wraith" Maddox studied intelligence reports with the intense focus of a man who had rebuilt himself from the ground up. The disgraced ex-Olympian turned MI6 liaison carried himself with stoic dignity, his past as an addict now transformed into an unshakeable resolve that made him one of their most valuable assets.

Kieran "Torque" Knox was elbow-deep in equipment checks, his mechanical genius ensuring every piece of gear would function flawlessly when lives depended on it. The practical engineer's grounded nature provided a stabilizing presence, while Spencer "Spore" Bowen ran final tests on their chemical detection equipment, his quirky scientific mind already calculating potential biological threats they might encounter.

The Mission

"Ten minutes to the drop zone," Nate announced, his voice cutting through the drone of the engines. "Marco, Elias, what's our approach?"

Marco straightened, tapping a blueprint with a calloused finger. "Ventilation shaft's our best shot. It is a straight run to the server room—tight, but we have handled worse. Maintenance tunnel's too exposed; they'll have eyes on it."

Elias nodded, his tone clipped and efficient. "Shafts got risks narrow as hell, and if they've got pressure sensors, we're done. But it is faster. We can plant the disruptors and be out before they scramble."

Leo checked his assault rifle, a predatory grin spreading across his face. "I say we go loud if things get messy. Been too long since we had a proper firefight."

"Belay that, Stratis," Tony muttered from his position, not looking up from his scope. "Some of us prefer surgical precision over your sledgehammer approach."

Wraith looked up from his intelligence brief, his British accent crisp in the confined space. "Speeds critical. Intel's patchy, but there's chatter about Clutch Tran being in play. If he's on-site, we'll need to move before he turns it into a circus."

The name sent a chill through the room. Clutch Tran, a former Talon operative turned traitor, was an unstable wild card—his drug-fuelled incompetence matched only by his desperate need to prove himself to his new masters. His failures were legendary, but that made him dangerous in unpredictable ways.

Nate's expression darkened. "This isn't just about Tran. That facility's tapping into AUKUS intel—our defence grids at stake. The bastard answers to Victor 'Maddox' Runaway now, and that rogue contractor's orchestrating this whole data breach from the shadows."

The Stakes

The team knew the broader conflict all too well. Maddox's network was a spider's web of dangerous players: Malcolm Griggs, the sociopathic ex-Black Ops PMC who claimed tactical genius but delivered chaos; Arthur Foxman, the charming arms dealer who played all sides while lining his pockets; and shadowy figures like Senor El Grande and Victor Sangchai, whose roles in the conspiracy remained murky but undoubtedly lethal.

The data breach was more than espionage—it was a weapon aimed at the heart of allied defences. If Maddox succeeded, the enemy would have a blueprint to cripple everything they had sworn to protect.

Inside the submarine, the confined space amplified every sound: the creak of metal, the hiss of air vents, the steady drip of condensation. It was a pressure cooker, and the team felt it. The Virelli twins exchanged a glance, their bond forged in blood and fire. For them, this mission carried extra weight—rumours tied Griggs to past operations where good men had died, and that was a score they intended to settle.

Torque made final adjustments to their gear, his practical mind running through contingencies. "Environmental seals are good, comms is encrypted, and Spore's detection kit will flag any nasty surprises they might have waited."

Spore looked up from his equipment, pushing wire-rimmed glasses up his nose. "Speaking of nasty surprises, satellite imagery shows unusual ventilation patterns. Could be nothing, could be they are cooking up something biological. I'll know more once we're inside."

The Drop

The HMAS Rankin shuddered as it surfaced, the hatch opening to a starless night. Jakarta's skyline glimmered faintly on the horizon, a deceptive calm masking the danger ahead. Nate gave the signal, and the team moved like a well-oiled machine.

"Remember," Nate's voice crackled through their comms as they prepared to deploy, "we go in quiet, we get the intel, we plant the disruptors, and we ghost out. No heroes, no glory—just the mission."

Leo grinned as he checked his rebreather. "Where's the fun in that, boss?"

"The fun," Tony replied dryly, "is in living to talk about it."

The Virelli twins slipped into the water first, their black wetsuits blending with the waves. Leo followed with the fluid grace of a predator, while Wraith's powerful strokes carried him forward with methodical precision. Tony and Torque went next, their equipment sealed and ready, with Spore bringing up the rear, his scientific mind already cataloguing the water temperature and current patterns.

As they swam toward the coast, the submarine submerged once more, vanishing into the depths like a ghost. The team surfaced near a rocky outcrop, the facility's silhouette looming ahead. The ventilation shaft awaited—a narrow lifeline into the heart of the enemy's operation.

Into the Dark

Inside the shaft, the air was damp and stale, the walls pressing in as Marco led the way with practiced efficiency. Elias followed close behind, his breathing steady despite the claustrophobia that would have broken lesser men. The twins moved like shadows, their years of infiltration work evident in every silent step.

Behind them, Leo's bulk barely fit through the narrow passage, but his street-smart instincts kept him moving. Tony's sniper training served him well in the confined space, his body control precise and economical. Wraith's Olympic discipline showed as he navigated the tight quarters with barely a sound, while Torque mentally mapped their route for the extraction. Spore brought up the rear, his detection equipment already picking up trace chemicals that made his scientific mind race with possibilities.

Nate's voice whispered through their earpieces: "Two minutes to target. Remember—Tran's unpredictable, Griggs is a sociopath, and Maddox is pulling the strings. Trust your training, trust each other, and let's bring this bastard's network down."

The hum of the facility grew louder as they neared their target, a reminder of the clock ticking down. Somewhere within, enemies waited, and the shadows of Jakarta held secrets that could either save or doom them all. But Talon Unit had faced worse odds before, and they would face them again—together, as brothers forged in the crucible of war.

The mission had begun, and there was no turning back.



Introduction: Red Warning––––––––ASIO Headquarters
Canberra, Australian Capital Territory
1200 Zulu Time

The secure briefing room deep within ASIO headquarters in Canberra hummed with tension. Banks of monitors cast blue light across the faces of Talon Unit as they filed into the windowless chamber, their footsteps muffled by industrial carpeting. The room itself was a testament to paranoia—signal-blocking walls, swept for bugs three times daily, and air-gapped from any external network. When Australia's most sensitive intelligence was discussed, it happened here.

Commander Nate Harwood took his position at the head of the oval table, his scarred features impassive as he studied the classified folders already waiting. The weight of command had settled on his shoulders like an old coat—familiar, heavy, and impossible to shed. His team arranged themselves around the polished surface: Leo Stratis lounging with deceptive casualness, the Virelli twins maintaining their unsettling synchronicity, Torque already eyeing the technical specifications scattered across the table.

But it was the tension between two members that crackled in the recycled air like electricity before a storm.

Tony Rinoldi sat rigid in his chair, his tech specialist gear bag placed with military precision beside him. Behind wire-rimmed glasses, his dark eyes held the kind of cold anger that came from old wounds poorly healed. Across the table, Declan "Wraith" Maddox maintained his characteristic stoic calm, but Nate caught the subtle tightening around the MI6 liaison's eyes—the only tell that betrayed his awareness of Tony's animosity.

The bad blood between them went back eighteen months to a joint operation in Myanmar. Tony's intelligence had been solid, his technical support flawless. But when the mission went sideways, it was Wraith's judgment call that left two assets dead, and Tony's carefully cultivated network in ashes. The British intelligence officer had made the choice based on the bigger picture—sacrificing Tony's operation to protect a larger Five Eyes initiative. It had been the right call strategically but try explaining that to a man who had spent three years building those relationships from the ground up.

"Gentlemen," Nate's voice cut through the simmering tension, "we've got bigger problems than your personal grievances."

The briefing room door sealed with an audible hiss as Deputy Director Patricia Tomlinson entered, her heels clicking against the floor with bureaucratic authority. Behind her came Dr. Marcus Webb, ASIO's Senior Intelligence Analyst, his arms laden with classified materials that bore the dreaded red diagonal stripes—Top Secret: Five Eyes Only.

"What you're about to hear," Tomlinson began without preamble, "represents the most significant threat to Australian national security since the Darwin bombing." She gestured to Webb, who activated the room's central display.

A map of Southeast Asia appeared, overlaid with data streams and connection nodes that pulsed like a digital heartbeat. Red indicators clustered around major population centres from Bangkok to Manila, with particularly dense concentrations in Jakarta and Ho Chi Minh City.

Webb cleared his throat, his academic demeanour barely containing obvious alarm. "According to ASIO's latest threat assessment, espionage and foreign interference have reached unprecedented levels—if we had a threat level for these activities, it would be CERTAIN, the highest on our scale." The map zoomed in on specific locations as he continued. "What we're seeing is a coordinated intelligence operation spanning multiple nations, multiple networks, and multiple hostile actors."

Leo straightened in his chair, his street-smart instincts noticing the gravity in Webb's tone. "How coordinated are we talking?"

"Enough to compromise our AUKUS intelligence sharing," Tomlinson replied bluntly. "Three weeks ago, we detected unauthorized access to classified defence protocols. The breach was sophisticated—multi-vector, persistent, and designed to look like routine network maintenance."

Wraith leaned forward, his analytical mind already processing the implications. "With US-China tensions reshaping the entire Indo-Pacific security architecture, this timing isn't coincidental." His British accent carried undertones of concern that even his trained composure could not entirely mask. "Someone's using the current geopolitical climate as cover for a much larger operation."

Tony's laugh was bitter, his sarcasm cutting through the room like a blade. "Let me guess—this miraculous insight comes from the same intelligence apparatus that assured us Myanmar was 'contained and controlled.'" The reference to their failed operation hung in the air like a challenge.

"Enough." Nate's command voice brooked no argument, but he could see the damage was already done. The team's cohesion—their greatest asset—was fracturing under the weight of past failures and present tensions.

Webb continued, oblivious to the interpersonal drama. "The breach originated somewhere in Southeast Asia, but the sophistication suggests state-level resources. We're talking about advanced persistent threats, zero-day exploits, and social engineering operations that have been years in the planning."

Marco Virelli spoke up from his position near the wall, his street-hardened voice carrying a different kind of concern. "What about operational security? If they've compromised AUKUS intel, they know we're coming."

"Which brings us to why you're here," Tomlinson said, her gaze sweeping across the assembled team. "Traditional intelligence gathering has been compromised. Electronic surveillance is potentially monitored. Even our usual assets may be turned." She paused, letting the implications sink in. "We need boots on the ground, old-school human intelligence, and operators who can function in a completely hostile environment."

Elias Virelli shifted slightly, his movement mirrored perfectly by his twin. "Rules of engagement?"

"Whatever it takes to identify the source and shut it down," Tomlinson replied. "The leak isn't just stealing our secrets—it's mapping our entire defence infrastructure. If this continues, every submarine base, every radar installation, every command protocol we have will be laid bare to hostile forces."

Torque looked up from the technical specifications he had been studying. "Equipment loadout?"

"Black budget, deniable assets," Webb answered. "If you're compromised, we never heard of you. If you are captured..." He left the sentence unfinished.

The silence that followed was heavy with understanding. They were being asked to walk into a maze of espionage and counterintelligence, where allies might be enemies and enemies might be the only ones telling the truth.

Nate studied his team's faces, reading the micro-expressions that years of combat had taught him to interpret. Leo's predatory smile suggested he was already planning how to contact criminal networks. The Virelli twins communicated through glances, their bond allowing them to strategize without words. Torque's mechanical mind was already calculating logistics and equipment needs.

But it was the continued tension between Tony and Wraith that concerned him most. In the field, that kind of personal animosity could get them all killed.

"There's something else," Tomlinson said, her voice dropping to near-whisper levels. "Intelligence suggests this operation may have inside knowledge of our protocols, our personnel, our operational patterns." Her eyes swept across the room. "Someone with access to Five Eyes intelligence is feeding information to hostile actors."

The implication hung in the air like smoke. Not only were they walking into a hostile environment, but they were doing it while questioning whether they could trust each other, their allies, or even their own command structure.

Tony's bitter laugh broke the silence. "Perfect. So, we're not just hunting ghosts—we're hunting ghosts who might be standing right next to us."

Wraith's stoic mask slipped slightly, revealing a flicker of something that might have been hurt. "If you have something to say, Rinoldi, say it."

"I'm saying," Tony replied, his voice carrying the weight of eighteen months of suppressed anger, "that some of us have a history of making decisions that get good people killed for the 'greater good.'"

The temperature in the room seemed to drop several degrees. Nate could see the situation spiralling toward a confrontation that would shatter his team before they even left Australian soil.

"That's enough," he said, his voice carrying the authority of a man who had led soldiers through hell and brought them home alive. "We all have ghosts. We all have regrets. But right now, Australia needs us to function as a unit, not a collection of individual grudges."

He stood, his presence commanding attention from every person in the room. "Dr. Webb, what's our insertion timeline?"

"Forty-eight hours," Webb replied. "Transport will take you to Darwin, then submarine insertion off the coast of Indonesia. Your target is a facility near Jakarta that our signals intelligence has identified as a major node in the network."

Nate nodded, already shifting into operational mode. "Gentlemen, you have twenty-four hours to prepare. Whatever personal issues exist between you, resolve them or bury them deep enough that they won't get us killed."

As the briefing concluded and the team began to file out, Tomlinson caught Nate's arm. "Commander, are you confident in your unit's cohesion?"

Nate looked through the one-way glass at his departing team—Tony stalking out with barely controlled fury, Wraith following with military precision, the others maintaining careful neutrality in the brewing conflict.

"Ask me again when we're all back home alive," he replied.

But as he watched Tony and Wraith head in opposite directions without a word or glance, Nate couldn't shake the feeling that the greatest threat to this mission might not be waiting for them in Southeast Asia—it might already be walking among them, wearing a familiar face and carrying nineteen years of shared history that was starting to feel more like a liability than an asset.

The red warning had been issued. The question now was whether Talon Unit would survive long enough to act on it.



Act 1: Into the Gray Zone
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Chapter 1: Outback Shadows
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RAAF BASE TINDAL,
Darwin Northern Territory,
0800 Zulu 
The Darwin heat hit like a physical blow as Talon Unit stepped off the military transport, the concrete runway shimmering in waves of superheated air. Even at 0800 hours, the Northern Territory sun was already promising another scorching day in what locals called the "dry season"—though the humidity still clung to everything like a second skin.
Commander Nate Harwood squinted against the glare, his scarred features set in the practiced mask of a man who had learned not to show weakness in front of his team. The staging area at RAAF Base Darwin buzzed with activity—ground crews servicing aircraft, logistics personnel moving equipment, and the ever-present hum of air conditioning units fighting a losing battle against the tropical heat.

"Christ," Leo Stratis muttered, shouldering his gear bag with the fluid grace that belied his criminal past. "Remind me why we couldn't stage this operation from Melbourne?"

"Because Melbourne's not six hundred kilometres from Indonesia," Tony Rinoldi replied, his tech specialist bag clutched protectively against his chest. Behind wire-rimmed glasses, his eyes were already cataloguing the base's communication arrays and electronic infrastructure. The animosity from the Canberra briefing still radiated from him like heat from the tarmac.

Declan "Wraith" Maddox said nothing, his stoic demeanour unchanged despite the oppressive conditions. The MI6 liaison had spent enough time in tropical hellholes to know that complaining about the weather was a luxury they could not afford. His Olympic-trained discipline showed in the way he carried
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