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        Something’s not right about this assignment

      

        

      
        But how can Jo Modeen question orders from Beta team leader Ben Logan, a man she trusted with her life in the past and wouldn’t hesitate to do so again?

        She must decide whether to follow her orders, or her instincts….

        Realising their activities must be black ops even from NatSec, Modeen’s team disperses under deep cover to unravel the web of secrets surrounding the mission, which takes them from country Victoria to Australia’s national capital, and across the ocean to Kabul in Afghanistan.
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      Frank H Jordan, author, information technology professional and ex-Army reservist (‘weekend warrior’) with the ADF, lives in Australia with his author wife, Alicia Hope. A long time fan of Lee Child’s Jack Reacher novels and Matthew Reilly’s fast-paced stories, Frank penned his own high-action series, set in Australia and inspired by the brave men and women of the Australian Defence Force.

      
        
        He hopes you enjoy reading about Jo’s adventures as much as he enjoys writing them.

        Connect with Frank online at www.frankhjordanauthor.blogspot.com.au

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Akeem Jibril took a long drag on his stogie and leaned back in his burgundy leather chair to exhale the smoke. Sucking his teeth, he ran nicotine-stained fingers over the hand-carved acanthus leaf trim and fluted columns of his recently acquired two-tone, double pedestal desk. Together with the matching hutch behind his chair, it gave his plush office an impressive executive feel, and made a stark contrast to the filth, poverty, and suffering visible through the richly-draped window of his building in downtown Kabul.

      He took another nonchalant drag on his cigar and blew the smoke into the air above his head. Putting his feet onto the desktop and crossing his ankles, he held a mobile phone to his ear and listened for a few moments, and then frowned.

      ‘Why him?’ He spoke through meaty lips with a guttural Middle-eastern accent.

      ‘He’s our best chance of getting Akim released from prison.’

      ‘But he is dangerous.’ Jibril dropped his feet to the floor and sat forward to rest his elbows on the desk. ‘Look at what he did to Batista’s operation, the disruption to our plans.’

      ‘Exactly.’ The male voice on the other end of the call was emphatic. ‘He has the resources to make this happen. And I know him, he will do anything to keep his family safe.’

      ‘And when Akim is released, what makes you think this infidel won’t come looking for us?’

      ‘Leave that to me.’

      At Jibril’s acquiescent grunt, the phone went dead and he dropped it onto the desk. Leaning back in his chair again, his eyes narrowed as he sucked on the stogie and watched the blades of the ceiling fan slice pitilessly through the rising smoke.
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      On the outskirts of Melbourne, Australia, a dark-coloured van slowed to a crawl and pulled into the kerb fifty metres from a set of wrought iron security gates.

      The driver switched off the motor and sat back to scan the broad driveway winding its way to a stylish house perched on a rise. The double-storey brick building was cleverly situated to capture views of the surrounding area, which was dotted with hobby farms and other homes on small acreages.

      Inside the house, Emily Logan hummed a nursery rhyme as she lifted her baby from the soap-scented bath and wrapped her in a fluffy towel. The little girl gurgled, kicked her chubby legs, and reached up to tug at her mother’s dark, professionally-braided locks.

      Dropping a kiss on her round, pink cheek, Emily settled the baby on her hip and picked up her mobile. She pressed the contact marked ‘Mum & Dad Logan’ and propped the phone between her ear and shoulder as she made her way from the bathroom into the master bedroom, where she laid the chuckling baby on the king-sized bed.

      ‘Logan,’ a cultured female voice answered.

      ‘Hi Mum.’ As she spoke, Emily continued dressing her wriggling daughter. ‘I’ve just finished giving Chelsea her bath so we’ll be right over.’

      ‘Hello love. We’re all ready, and so excited about having our darling granddaughter for her first sleepover. Is Ben picking you up from here?’

      ‘No, I’m meeting him at the Hyatt.’

      ‘I bet you’re looking forward to your first “date” night since Chelsea was born?’

      ‘Yes, but I feel a bit funny about leaving her for a whole night … I hope she’ll be good for you.’

      ‘Of course she will! She’s our little trooper, just like her father. You two make the most of the night and enjoy yourselves. It’s not often you get to attend a black-tie function and enjoy a night of luxury at the Hyatt.’

      ‘Thanks Mum. Anyway, we’ll see you soon.’

      ‘Bye love.’

      Emily tossed her mobile onto the bed and was busy putting the finishing touches to Chelsea’s hair when the phone buzzed with an incoming call. She glanced at the caller ID. Unknown.

      When she answered it, a deep voice said, ‘Hi, Em. You on track?’

      ‘Just putting a ribbon in Chelsea’s hair, then I’ll drop her off at your mum’s.’

      ‘Great, I’ll wait for you in the Hyatt’s main foyer. Give Chels a kiss for me. I’ve got one reserved for you when you get here.’

      She giggled. ‘I’ll hold you to that.’ Hearing her husband end the call, Emily slipped the mobile into her evening bag and hastened to finish her preparations, knowing it was an easy forty minute drive to the city from their five acre property in Macedon.

      Slipping into the red off-the-shoulder evening gown Ben had bought her for the occasion, she stepped into a pair of patent leather high-heeled shoes and shrugged on a black cashmere snug. After deftly applying her makeup and giving herself a mist of Ben’s favourite perfume, she took a quick, satisfied glance in the mirror, scooped her little girl into her arms and swept out of the room.

      Taking care to lock up behind her as Ben kept reminding her to do, she tucked Chelsea into the baby seat of their Lexus sedan, and tossed a bulging bag decorated with pink elephants and lavender butterflies onto the back seat beside her. Sliding into the driver’s seat, she pressed the remote control to open the roller door and put the key in the ignition.

      The car’s V8 motor growled into life and she eased out of the double garage. Nosing down the driveway, thinking with pleasure about the evening ahead, she pressed the second button on the remote and watched the wrought iron gates slowly part. Passing through them, she pressed the remote control again and stopped to make sure the gates closed behind her, once again thanks to Ben’s constant reminders about security.

      She took a quick glance in the rear-view mirror to check Chelsea’s little fingers hadn’t messed with her elaborate ‘do’.

      She wanted to look her best for the invitation-only banquet she and Ben were attending at the prestigious Hyatt Hotel in Melbourne’s inner city. It had been a while since their last formal outing and Emily was looking forward to spending time rubbing shoulders with the dignitaries, not to mention a good dose of adult company.

      She was still gazing into the mirror when a dark-coloured van screeched to a halt in front of her, blocking the path. She gave a start when four balaclava-clad men carrying assault rifles jumped out and took up positions on either side of the Lexus.

      Her eyes widened with fear.

      She fumbled for the central locking switch on the driver’s side door, and as all four door locks clunked reassuringly into place, she groped for her bag and phone.

      Looking up, she saw the driver of the van leer at her as he pulled a pistol from his coat and made to get out of the vehicle. Her heart raced and adrenalin surged through her body.

      Trying to recall Ben’s instructions should she ever find herself in this situation, she dropped the automatic Lexus into drive and jammed her foot on the accelerator. The powerful motor roared and the car leapt forward.

      The driver’s leer vanished as he sprang back, folding his leg inside just before the Lexus slammed the door shut on him and rocked the van violently on its chassis. The impact crumpled its door and the sedan’s front bumper.

      The airbag in the Lexus deployed and threw Emily back in her seat. She kept the pressure on the accelerator, desperate to get away. Over the roar of the car’s engine, the screech of metal against metal, the howl of the Lexus’s smoking tyres and her own harsh breathing, she could hear Chelsea crying.

      She sobbed through clenched teeth, ‘It’s alright, bub, we’ll be alright.’

      When the man standing closest to her smashed the driver’s side window with the butt of his rifle, she flinched but didn’t take her foot from the accelerator.

      Cursing loudly, he reached in and ripped the key from the ignition, and then grabbed Emily by the hair and dragged her out of the car. Screaming, she fell to the ground but scrambled to get up, arms reaching desperately for the car, only to have a black cotton sack shoved over her head.

      Bawling, ‘No! No!’ she felt a pair of strong arms lift her roughly and then she was thrown down, knocking the wind out of her. She gave a grunt and a cry of pain, but froze when she heard Chelsea’s cries.

      Moaning, ‘My baby … my baby,’ she reached up intending to yank off the sack, but was slammed backward by a blow to the head that left her gasping.

      ‘Leave it on!’ a man yelled in her ear. ‘And shut up if you and your child want to live.’

      Her head was swimming as she felt Chelsea being thrust into her arms. Clutching her whimpering baby tightly to her chest, Emily gulped and shuffled back into a corner as the van’s side door screeched on its rails and slammed shut. She heard running footsteps outside and a door opening and closing, and then the driver yelled some instructions in a foreign tongue as the van lurched forward with a crunch of gears.

      Two men remained standing on the driveway. They watched the van speed away and then jumped into the Lexus. The driver tucked the deflated airbag back into the steering wheel’s cavity, started the car, and with a smug grin at the man in the passenger seat, pressed the remote control. As the security gates opened, he put the car into reverse and backed it up the driveway and into the garage.
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      Ben stood in the Hyatt’s foyer, head and shoulders above the crowd, frowning at the entrance. When his phone buzzed and vibrated in the inner pocket of his tuxedo, he automatically retrieved it and checked the caller ID.

      Unknown.

      Pressing ‘Answer’, he put the phone to his ear while his eyes continued scanning the main entrance doors.

      ‘She’s not coming, Ben,’ a familiar male voice said calmly.

      Ben’s head jerked and then slumped as his heart pounded in his chest. With a tightening, white-knuckled grip on his phone, he muttered darkly in an uncharacteristically uneven voice, ‘If she’s harmed in any way….’

      ‘Easy there, big fella,’ the voice sneered. ‘You do exactly as we say and you’ll get them back in one piece, safe and sound.’

      ‘Them? You took them both?’ Ben winced when his question was met with a snigger. ‘Why, Gator? If you’ve got issues with me, we can sort it out man-to-man. Leave innocent parties out of it.’

      Suddenly aware someone had come to stand in front of him, Ben looked up to see Modeen. He raised a halting hand and turned his back to her. A second later he twisted his head to mouth at her, ‘Five minutes.’

      She nodded and walked off as Gator replied, ‘Why? Because we need a level playing field.   And you’ve been interfering with our plans.’

      ‘By “we”,’ he said flatly, ‘you mean the Spear of Allah.’

      Gator chuckled. ‘As always, you are well informed my friend.’

      ‘What happened to you, Gator? Why are you doing this? The Gator I knew—’

      ‘Stop wasting time! Don’t forget what is at risk here.’

      Grimacing, Ben pleaded, ‘Let them go and I give you my word I’ll do whatever you want.’

      This met with a wry snort. ‘I think we stand a better chance of having you do as we say with them right here. Oh, and we have you under surveillance so don’t try anything rash or … you know how this goes. We have men stationed at your house and your work. In a moment a young lady will make contact with you. Give her your phone. She’ll place a tracking device in it that will also monitor your calls. You are to keep it on you at all times. If anything happens to the phone or to any of our people, you won’t see Emily or Chelsea again. Are we clear on that?’

      ‘Yes … but—’

      ‘You will receive further instructions once we know you are cooperating.’

      His tone grew smarmy, but with a snide edge. ‘For now you should go home, Ben. Do as we say and you’ll get Emily and Chelsea back.’ With a click, the phone went silent.

      Ben took it from his ear and was staring at it when Catalina sidled up to him.

      ‘Your phone please, Mr Smith.’ Her crimson lips tipped upward in one corner and she purred, ‘Or should I say Mr Logan?’

      Ben stared at her, his eyes flinty slits as he passed her the phone. For a brief instant he thought about snapping her neck, but fear for Emily and Chelsea stayed his hand.

      Flicking him a wary glance as though reading his mind, she opened the phone’s leather cover and slipped a flat metallic device the size of a ten cent piece into an inner pocket. Pressing herself close against him, she slipped the phone back into his hand and smiled into his eyes. Murmuring throatily, ‘We’ll be tracking, watching, and listening to you at all times,’ she backed away, still smiling, and sauntered off with a swing of her hips and a dismissive wave of her fingers.

      

      Ben stood straight, stiff and silent in the chill of the night air, waiting for the valet attendant to retrieve his car. As soon as it pulled in front of him, he wrenched open the driver’s door and yanked the valet out of the seat with a mumbled, ‘Sorry mate, I’m in a hurry.’

      Taking the driver’s seat, he accelerated out of the driveway with a squeal of tyres, but promptly pulled into a parking bay on the road outside. After taking a quick look around to make sure he was alone, he pressed a button above the glove compartment and a twelve inch monitor emerged from the dashboard to unfold vertically in front of him. He placed his hand on the screen to log in and then tapped on a NatSec icon. A digital display representing a map of the world opened on the screen with blue and green dots scattered over it.

      He entered ‘TD93EM’ into the search window and watched as the screen zoomed onto Australia, then Victoria, and finally onto a green dot bouncing along the Hume Freeway just south of Wangaratta. Ben sat transfixed on the screen, contemplating where they might be heading, but then snapped out of his trance and tapped the button above the glove compartment again. The screen folded back into the dashboard as his phone buzzed and vibrated with an incoming call.

      His eyes narrowed as he put the mobile to his ear.

      ‘Ben? Emily hasn’t arrived yet. Is everything OK?’

      He took a breath and struggled to keep his voice even. ‘Sorry Mum, there’s been a change of plans. Emily isn’t … feeling the best so we’ve decided to give the function a miss. I’ll call you tomorrow.’ That was all he could manage, so he pressed End Call before his mother could question him further.

      He sat back, his mind racing.

      What would the Spear of Allah’s demands be, and how would he get Emily and Chelsea back if he was truly being watched at all times?

      Realising his stationary position might look suspicious to his observers, he threw the car into gear and sped away.
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      The lights were on in his house when Ben passed through the security gates. He peered at the house looking for movement as he drove slowly up the driveway and pressed the remote control to open the garage door. Nosing the car into its space, he was out within seconds and at the door connecting the garage to the house. Yanking it open, he took the three stairs in one long stride and marched into the kitchen.

      The open plan home had high cathedral ceilings, and Emily had described its teak and granite kitchen as ‘to die for’ when she first saw it. But Ben’s narrow-eyed focus was on the large, swarthy man sitting at the island bench, nursing an AK47 assault rifle.

      Rising, the man squared his impressive shoulders, tightened his grip on the rifle and eyed Ben warily. ‘Come in, come in,’ he said in a thick Middle-eastern accent, ‘I have been expecting you.’ He indicated the laptop computer on the bench in front of him and grinned. ‘It is good you came straight here. We have been monitoring your progress.’

      Ben said nothing, merely fixed him with steely eyes as he slowly walked around the island bench to face him. Glancing at the laptop, he saw a white dot blinking on his current position on a Google Earth map.

      The man pointed at the dot and sneered, ‘We can track you at all times, do not forget that. And we have eyes and ears everywhere.’ Shrugging, he spread his hands wide, making sure to keep a firm hold on the rifle as he did so. ‘But where are my manners? I am Khalil, and as long as you do as we say you will see your loved ones again.’ Keeping the gun’s muzzle pointed at Ben, he cradled it in his dark, hairy arms and gave a malicious grin.

      Ben’s phone buzzed in his pocket and he turned to pull it out. Seeing the caller ID, he flicked a glance at a still grinning but now seated Khalil, and put the mobile to his ear. ‘JD.’

      ‘Where are you, Ben?’

      Hearing the thread of anxiety in Modeen’s voice, he took a deep breath before replying, ‘There’s been some dramas with the babysitter, and Emily’s not feeling well. So I decided to come home.’ He imagined her frowning, and could almost hear her mind working. He hoped she’d play it cool.

      ‘You sound a bit stressed, Ben. Anything I can do?’

      He snapped, ‘No,’ but then went on more calmly. ‘Thanks. I’ve got some work issues I need to sort out. Anyway, why did you ring?’

      ‘I got Leanne to run a check on Spooky’s plus one, and it turns out she’s Batista’s niece.’ He made no comment so she continued. ‘I fronted her about it and she took off.’ When he still didn’t speak, her voice grew tentative. ‘She’s got a flat in Canberra, should I get Leanne to send the Feds over there to check it out?’

      ‘I’ll leave you to handle that, JD, I’ve got other things I need to focus on.’

      ‘Alright ... but don’t work too hard, you deserve a break.’

      He ended the call with an abrupt, ‘See you Monday morning,’ and shoved the phone back into his pocket. Turning to Khalil, he growled, ‘What is it you want me to do?’

      ‘It is not for me to say, but rest assured you will be told in the fullness of time.’

      Taking another step closer, Ben glared down at Khalil from his towering six foot four frame as the sound of footsteps behind reached his ears.

      ‘This is Omar,’ Khalil muttered with a lift of his unshaven chin.

      Ben turned to see another swarthy man coming down the stairs at the far side of the lounge room. Scruffily dressed and with an unwashed look about him, he was also holding an AK47.

      ‘As you see, you would be wise to mind your manners,’ Khalil said with a hint of triumph. ‘If one of us does not report in every half hour, you will not see your family again. But you are free to move about the house. Just remember, we are here and will be watching you.’

      Ben didn’t speak as he strode through the lounge room past an awed-looking Omar, who kept his rifle trained on the big man. Climbing the stairs, Ben went into the master bedroom and sat on the edge of the bed. He looked down and fingered the fluffy pink towel with the little hollow where Emily had lain a freshly-bathed Chelsea mere hours before. Breathing in the lingering scents of baby powder and Emily’s perfume, he gave an anguished groan and slumped forward, putting his head in his hands.

      Hearing the two men downstairs laughing coarsely and making delighted noises as they raided his well-stocked fridge, he lifted his head with a sense of purpose and took out his phone. Tapping on an icon, he typed in TD93EM. The green dot on the screen had left the Hume Freeway and was heading along the Great Alpine Road toward the township of Bright in country Victoria. Ben sighed and flicked off the phone, taking a measure of comfort from the knowledge his wife and child hadn’t been taken out of the state.

      Yet.
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      When the van jolted to a stop, Emily heard the metallic screech and thud of a roller door closing behind the vehicle, and then the van’s side door was flung open. Through the sack she caught a hint of low light as the van shuddered and a man climbed in beside her. She shrank back, clutching a sleeping Chelsea close, but he merely reached up from behind and removed the sack from her head.

      Grabbing her by an elbow, the man ushered Emily out of the van and she squinted as harsh lights flickered on above them. In her arms, Chelsea murmured sleepily. Shading her baby’s eyes, Emily glanced around. They were in what looked like a roomy garage with a double roller door. The walls were made of rustic brick and there was a narrow wooden staircase leading upward in the far corner of the room.

      Shoved in the back, she stumbled toward the staircase. Risking a glimpse behind, she saw the dark-skinned man who’d smashed the window of her car and dragged her to the pavement.

      ‘Quickly!’ He prodded her between the shoulders with the butt of a rifle, jolting her forward.

      She winced and began climbing the narrow stairs. At the top, a door opened inward and a distinctly Australian voice said, ‘Welcome Emily.’

      Seeing the tall, dark-haired man standing in the doorway, she stopped abruptly and took a double take. ‘E-Eric?’ she stuttered. ‘But we thought you were missing in action?’

      ‘You have a good memory,’ he drawled, adding sourly, ‘but you shouldn’t believe everything you hear, especially from the military.’ His eyes glinted and he gave a tight smile. ‘It’s been a while, but you’re looking as lovely as ever.’ Glancing down at the sleeping Chelsea in her arms, his smile wavered and he pressed his lips together. Taking one of her elbows in a firm grasp, he said pleasantly, ‘Let’s get you settled. Please, come with me,’ and he ushered her up another flight of stairs.

      ‘But … I don’t understand, Eric. What’s this all about?’ Emily’s voice shook as she climbed the steps, staring up at him in bewilderment.

      He opened a door at the top of the landing and led her into a good-sized bedroom with a queen-sized bed and an ensuite. A small bedside lamp threw soft light around the room under a lace-curtained dormer window, fitted with bars across the recess. The window itself was closed and locked.

      Releasing his grip on her arm, he said, ‘You should be comfortable in here.’ He pointed to a bar fridge in the corner of the room on top of which sat an electric kettle, cups and an assortment of jars. ‘There’s tea and coffee in the corner. Let me know if there’s anything else you need.’

      ‘But Eric,’ she said desperately, ‘you haven’t told me what’s going on?’

      Before he could answer, there was a rap on the door and one of the other men stepped into the room to drop Chelsea’s overnight bag on the bed. When he left the room Eric made to follow him, but Emily put a hand on his arm.

      ‘Eric—’

      He half-turned toward her but didn’t meet her eyes. ‘Look, the sooner Ben does as we ask, the sooner you’ll be home. That’s all you need to know. Now just relax and take care of yourself and….’ He frowned and lifted his chin toward the baby. ‘Her.’

      ‘Chelsea. Her name’s Chelsea.’

      He grunted
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