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        A long time fan of Lee Child’s Jack Reacher novels and Matthew Reilly’s fast-paced stories,  ex-Army Reservist and Queensland author Frank H Jordan penned his own high-action thriller series, inspired by the brave men and women of the Australian Defence Force.

        Enter, ex-Special Forces soldier Jo Modeen.
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        One team, two missions....

      

        

      
        When three US Green Berets fail to check in after being deployed to the harsh tropical wetlands of Australia’s Northern Territory, Modeen’s team is sent on a locate and rescue mission.

        About to embark on the mission, Modeen’s team receives news their close friend and colleague, Richard Salt, has been brutally assaulted and implicated in a murder. Modeen and Bugs peel off to investigate. Was Salty simply in the wrong place at the wrong time? Or had he stumbled onto an insidious conspiracy?

        And if a crack team of Green Berets has met with misadventure, what dangers lie in wait for Ben, Wolf, and Spooky in the country’s remote far north?
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      Arnhem Land, Northern Territory, Australia.

      Water cascaded from the top of the gorge, burbling down the steep rocky face to feed the tropical rock pool below. Clear and inviting at its edges, the water darkened to a deep navy blue in the pool’s centre.

      From between the sparsely vegetated rock walls surrounding the pool, three American Green Berets in mottled camouflage fatigues emerged to stand on the bank. Nodding to each other, they raised assault rifles above their heads and in single file, waded silently into the pool. As the water soaked into their boots and fatigues, it brought cool relief from the stifling midday humidity.

      Once the water was lapping under his armpits, the lead soldier slung his rifle and pushed off, frog-kicking toward the opposite bank. The second soldier was about to follow when a sudden gasp and frenzied gurgling from behind had him spinning around.

      Glimpsing his wide-eyed, ashen-faced teammate disappear below the surface amid a torrent of bubbles, the man inverted his M4 carbine, tilted the barrel downward, and emptied the mag into the churning water surrounding his comrade.

      At the sound of the automatic rifle fire the lead soldier abruptly stopped swimming. Treading water, he turned his head to call in a low but urgent voice, ‘What is it, Carter?’ When he realised only one of his comrades was visible he barked, ‘Where’s Mick?’

      An ominous calm descended on the rock pool as the bubbles around Carter subsided. He stood frozen on the spot, staring into the water now deep enough to lap his chest, an unfamiliar sense of vulnerability tugging at his psyche.

      When a crimson stain mushroomed to the surface of the pool, he sucked in a breath, slung his rifle and whirled around yelling, ‘Go, GO! Get out of the water!’ and began frantically frog-kicking toward the lead soldier.

      Together they sped for the other side of the pool. With fifty metres to go, Carter felt a rising chill and glanced into the water below.

      A menacing shadow settled beneath him, and began to ascend.

      With urgent haste he scrabbled for his M9 Beretta, but before he could clear the weapon from its holster the shadow engulfed his submerged body, pinning his arms to his torso in a vice-like grip. With a guttural cry, he tilted back his head to suck in a breath, only to wheeze it out again when the air was crushed from his lungs.

      As his comrade was dragged beneath the water, the remaining soldier made for the shallow shoreline in a frenzied thrashing of arms and legs. After reaching the bank he staggered to his feet, breathing hard and flicking his head to clear the water from his eyes. Unslinging the rifle as he swung around, he steadied himself and sighted down the barrel at the pool’s surface.

      Panning left and right, he waited.

      The ripples smoothed, receded, became one with the pool again. A glassy sheen returned to the surface, all sign of disturbance gone.

      Then came a wet thud, and a surprised grunt.

      The soldier’s body jerked and went rigid. His eyes bulged and his mouth gaped. The rifle slipped from his loosening grip as he fell forward to land on his side at the water’s edge. The three-metre-long spear protruding from the base of his neck, hand carved from a thin sapling, swayed back and forth as the man’s blood covered the pebbles around him and seeped into the clear pool.

      ‘Huh, whad’ya know. “Snake Eaters” by the look of ’em, all the way from Fort Bragg, North Carolina.’ From the top of the waterfall high above the rock pool, Hunter Reed lowered his rifle and spat on the ground. ‘Welcome to Arnhem Land, you Green Beret bastards.’ He gave a satisfied nod to one of the two bare-chested Aboriginal men standing beside him. ‘Nice shot, Nev.’

      ‘Yeah, mate.’ The second Aboriginal man and the shorter of the two grinned and thumped Nev on a shoulder. ‘You’re good with that woomera,’ he said in unbroken Australian English.

      ‘Brilliant idea,’ Reed went on, ‘seeding the waterhole with crocs.’

      ‘Wasn’t easy.’ Nev too spoke with a broad Aussie accent. ‘We carted three young, one metre-long salties here from the Roper River on horseback. Keepin’ them fed with roos and wallabies is the hardest part. One time we went away for a month and they started eatin’ each other. Now there’s only two left.’

      Reed smiled. ‘Well I’m glad you went to all that trouble.’

      ‘Wasn’t done for the likes of you, mate. We did it to keep the tourists and the local Yolngu people away.’

      ‘The locals?’

      ‘Yeah, we’ve got the tribes ’round here believing the water hole is cursed, and that a “Kurdaitcha Man” is keeping watch over it.’ Dropping the wooden ‘woomera’ spear-thrower by his side, Nev pulled the Browning High-power, Mark Three pistol from the waistband of his cut-off jeans. ‘Some folklore and traditions come in handy.’

      Popping the mag from the pistol’s base, he ejected the unspent nine-millimetre cartridge from the breach. After catching the cartridge mid-air, he thumbed it back into the top of the mag and waved the pistol in the air. ‘But I always like to keep this baby as backup.’ Lowering the gun, he palmed the mag back into the weapon and returned it to his waistband.

      Reed kept his eyes fixed on Nev’s dark, weathered face beneath the mop of curly black hair. When he received a bright smile full of white teeth, he gave a bark of laughter. ‘You crack me up, Neville. Out of uniform and with those curls, you sure look different from the soldier I served with.’

      ‘Good to see you too, Reed. Though,’ and the smile dropped from Nev’s face, ‘you realise you’ve blown our cover? Its taken Mapa and me three years to set up this place.’

      ‘Oh.’ Reed winced. ‘Um ... sorry, fellas. But I didn’t have anywhere else to go.’

      ‘How many more Snake Eaters can we expect?’

      ‘Don’t know. Maybe lots, or just a few specialists. Either way, I reckon it’ll take them at least twenty-four hours to figure out something happened to these guys,’ and he indicated the pool below, its surface now sporting areas of diluting crimson. ‘And another twenty-four to organise a posse.’
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      ‘Come’n get your chowder, Salty Dick’s chowder.’ Chanting the familiar call the old man pedalled into Port Douglas’ inner city car park and coasted the custom-made trike and trailer to a stop in his usual spot. ‘Come’n get your chowder.’ His summons echoed through the streets, and soon after setting up the umbrella over his stand, he was swamped by the usual band of die-hard diners.

      As the crowd formed a line next to his rig, Salty cracked the lid on the trailer, releasing the taste bud-teasing scent of the freshly prepared, creamy seafood broth. Eager murmurs of, ‘Mmm,’ flowed through the Friday evening diners as they waited their turn to be served a savoury cupful.

      An hour later, Salty ladled the remnants of creamy brew from the commercial-sized container and watched as the last of his diners ambled off, hungrily devouring the tasty chowder as they dispersed. With a satisfied grunt, he packed up the rig and headed for home.

      After exiting the car park, he wove through the sparse traffic on the wide, flat street that ran through the centre of town. Turning off the main drag he reached for the gear lever, and listened while the chain skipped into low range and clunked into the selected gear. He switched on the powerful LED torch mounted on the front of the trike and rose to his feet to begin pumping the pedals, building speed for the coming steep rise. And rise it did, sharply, as he rounded the last corner into Murphy Street.

      A thick wall of tropical vegetation hugged the left side of the street, and residential properties teetered off the hillside to the right. As he puffed his way upward, two familiar take-away cups came into view, illuminated by the beam of his trike’s torch. Dented and abandoned, the cups lay in the gutter surrounded by a thick puddle of creamy broth.

      Frowning, he pulled in beside the spill and engaged the trike’s parking brake. He sat back, fingers pressed to his temples, and contemplated the scene.

      Someone, or someones, had tossed cups of his prize-winning chowder to the gutter?

      Who would’ve done such a thing?  It was a good batch, not deserving of ending up there.

      He glanced behind and then ahead.

      The street was clear in both directions.

      Something tugged at his mind. Shazza? Surely not. His next-door neighbour had called in to buy two serves of chowder on her walk home after drinks at the pub. One serve for herself, and one for her husband, Paul.

      Salty pursed his lips. The ‘crime scene’ was between streetlights. Was it possible Shazza tripped in the dark and dropped the cups? But why would she leave the containers lying there? She was more community-minded than that. Staring at the offending cups, he sighed. SALTY DICK’S CHOWDER in bold lettering on the containers made him guilty by association.

      Dismounting, he ambled to where the cups lay and collected them from the no longer pristine white puddle of broth. After dropping the cups in the bin mounted on the front of the trike’s trailer, he raised his eyes to the darkening sky and the gathering charcoal-coloured clouds. With a bit of luck the spilled chowder would soon be washed away by heavy rain.

      About to mount the trike again, he froze at a high-pitched scream from the thick vegetation off to his left. A second later it came again, increasingly urgent but muffled this time.

      Clearly someone, a female judging by the pitch of the scream, was in trouble.

      Darting to the rear of the trailer, Salty grasped the left taillight assembly with one hand while pressing a release button above the brake light with the other. With a loud CLICK the whole rectangular taillight assembly slid out of the chassis, revealing a Glock Nineteen Compact nestled inside. After taking out the pistol, Salty switched on the rail-mounted torch beneath its barrel.

      And headed into the undergrowth.

      The steep rise and thick vines tugging at his legs made the going difficult and slow, but he continued forcing his way in the direction he’d last heard the screams. When his ears caught the sounds of rustling up ahead, he cycled the first nine-millimetre round into the Glock’s chamber.

      The undergrowth cleared suddenly and his torch beam fell on a petite woman, staring wide-eyed back at him.

      Shazza.

      She stood quivering; her head firmly clamped from behind by a man almost twice her size. Dressed in a long black coat over dark military fatigues, and with a balaclava and night-vision goggles covering his face, the man had one meaty paw over her mouth and the other at the back of her head.

      Swiftly taking stock of the situation, Salty shone the torch beam directly into the man’s face, momentarily blinding him. Calling, ‘I have a gun,’ Salty followed up with two quick warning shots. The bullets ripped through the vegetation close by the man’s feet. ‘Let her go. Now.’

      With his face still turned to the side, the woman’s assailant straightened but instead of releasing her, ratcheted his hands sideways with lightning speed.

      From where he stood five metres away, Salty heard the snap of neck bones. Watching helplessly as Shazza’s body slumped to the ground, he moaned, ‘No, no,’ and fired off three quick bursts into her assailant’s chest. To his surprise, the man staggered back but didn’t fall.

      Bulletproof vest.

      Sighting the pistol higher this time, Salty once more pulled the trigger.

      At the same instant, he was shoved from behind and sent stumbling to the ground. Just before his face smacked into the undergrowth, he glimpsed a spray of red explode from his target’s leg.

      Not where I was aiming, but I still gotcha, you murderous bastard.

      Hastily wiping damp leaves and dirt from his face with his free hand, Salty made to get up, only to be shoved back down by a vicious kick to the middle of his shoulder blades.

      His assailant grabbed Salty’s gun hand and raised his arm off the ground, before dropping a knee on the back of his elbow. Crying out as his arm snapped and the Glock slipped from his fingers, Salty rolled to the side and, cradling his now useless arm, once more tried to stand.

      Pain contorted his face as he lurched to his feet. Before he could straighten and steady himself, a size eleven boot collected him squarely in the face. His head snapped backward, and his body followed. As he tumbled into the scrub and down the steep embankment, he caught the sound of approaching sirens, before losing consciousness.

      With a strobe of blue flashing lights approaching their position, the two aggressors paused, nodded to each other, and then morphed into the darkness.
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      Josephine Dakota Modeen, NatSec alias Josephine Bennet, flopped onto the bed beside husband Troy ‘Wolf’ Wolverton, alias Troy Ryan. They lay on their backs staring at the ceiling, sucking in deep, satisfied breaths. Apart from the faint road noise below and the hum of the ceiling fan above them, all was quiet in their inner city Brisbane apartment. They lay like that for a long moment, until Wolf broke the silence.

      ‘So the Yanks sent three Green Berets after Hunter Reed?’ He let out a long sigh. ‘And now they’ve gone missing.’

      ‘Not missing exactly.’ Rolling onto her side, Modeen leaned on her elbow and walked slender fingers across his bare chest. ‘They just haven’t reported in. And according to their GPS trackers, haven’t moved in the past twenty-four hours.’

      He gazed at her, his dark eyes speculative. ‘Arnhem Land is about as remote as you can get. Stifling heat, cataclysmic storms, snakes, dingoes, man-eating crocs, and swamps infested with mosquitoes, biting midges, and other virus-spreading insects make it one of the most inhospitable places on the planet.’

      ‘Not somewhere I’d choose to live.’

      ‘You and me both. Hell, even the soil holds disease-carrying bacteria. So why send in troops on a fool’s errand? Couldn’t Rosenberg leave it be and let Reed go?’

      As commander of the Pine Gap facility, American Hank Rosenberg had been heavily involved in their most recent mission.

      ‘Well according to Jack, it wasn’t Rosenberg who made the call.’ Rolling onto her back, Modeen folded her arms behind her head. ‘Remember the five Marines who were killed at the Pine Gap launch site ... when the Valkyrie drone was stolen?’

      ‘I remember, Mei and I saw the body bags,’ Wolf propped himself onto his side and draped a brawny arm across the satiny skin of her bare waist.

      ‘Apparently two of the Marines had brothers who just happened to be in the same Green Beret unit, back in the States.’

      ‘Oh, great. So this is all about payback.’

      ‘It gets better. You know how there were eighteen soldiers in Aaron Knight’s Commando unit?’ At his grunt of acknowledgement she went on. ‘Well, we only ever accounted for sixteen of them on that last mission.’

      ‘Sixteen including Hunter Reed?’

      She nodded, moonlight reflecting in her China blue eyes as they locked onto his.

      He gave a pensive frown. ‘Which two did we miss?’

      ‘Neville Fourmile and Mapa Kudu.’

      ‘Fourmile and Kudu?’ The names rang a bell in his mind. ‘Let me guess, both Aboriginals hailing from Arnhem Land?’ At her nod he continued. ‘I remember those two ... Spook and I came across them in East Timor.’

      Luke Jackson, NatSec alias Luke Williams, had been christened Spooky by his teammates, thanks to his uncanny stealth ability while serving with them as point man in the SASR.

      ‘Spook was pretty impressed with their tracking skills,’ Wolf went on. ‘And although they didn’t say it, I reckon the feeling was mutual.’

      Running a smoothing hand over her short-cropped, platinum blonde hair, Modeen murmured, ‘Spooky is the best bloodhound around.’

      ‘You’ll get no argument on that from me.’ After falling silent Wolf mused aloud, ‘I wonder why Fourmile and Kudu weren’t in on the heist with the other members of their old squad?’

      ‘They were out by then. Didn’t bother to show up for the unit’s last tour of duty. Both were diagnosed with PTSD apparently, and it seems they’d had enough of the Army and Afghanistan. They told another squad member they needed to “get back to grass roots” or some such thing, and went walkabout.’

      ‘Don’t you mean AWOL?’

      ‘Yeah, although as far as I can tell the ADF simply paid them out, and didn’t bother to pursue them.’

      ‘Well, going walkabout is part of their culture.’ Wolf shook his head.  ‘So you’re suggesting Reed led the Green Berets into the Northern Territory, and into an ambush by two of his ex-commando buddies?’

      She shrugged a shoulder. ‘It’s one theory. Whether he knew he was being tracked and did it deliberately or not is anyone’s guess. But it makes sense that once he entered Arnhem Land, he’d seek shelter with his old mates.’

      ‘What’s your radar telling you?’

      She tapped a finger on her lips. ‘It’s twitching like crazy, but the cause is hard to pin down at the moment.’

      ‘What do you think it means?’

      ‘Not sure.’ She frowned. ‘Anyway, Jack gave me the Green Berets’ GPS coordinates. He wants us to head up there and make sure they haven’t met with foul play.’

      ‘We’re all going?’

      ‘That’s the plan.’ She flicked a glance at the clock on the sideboard. Its green LED display glowed faintly in the darkness. ‘We’re meeting the other three at Amberley airbase at o-six hundred tomorrow.’ Rising from the rumpled bed she padded naked to the double sliding doors leading onto the room’s tiny balcony. Folding her arms, she struck a contemplative pose, and stood staring out at nothing in particular.

      Wolf sat up in bed to study her tall, athletic silhouette against the faint glow of the city skyline. In a low, gravelly voice he asked, ‘What’s up, babe?’

      ‘I was just thinking about something Jack said.’

      ‘Which was?’

      As she turned to answer, her phone lit up and began vibrating on the bedside table.

      With a growled, ‘Speak of the devil, I bet,’ Wolf slumped back against the pillow.

      Striding over to snatch up the mobile, Modeen stared at the caller ID. ‘No, it’s my Aunty Hannah. Bit unusual for her to call at this hour.’ She swiped the screen and placed the phone on speaker.

      ‘Josephine,’ her aunt said urgently and without preamble, ‘it’s Richard. He’s been rushed to Royal Brisbane Hospital’s ICU.’

      A concerned crease formed in Modeen’s otherwise smooth brow. ‘Did he have a medical event, Aunty Hann, or was he injured?’

      ‘Assaulted.’ Hannah swallowed. ‘He’s still unconscious and the Police aren’t telling me anything.’

      ‘Police. Assaulted?’ The crease in Modeen’s brow deepened. ‘When did this happen?’

      ‘Late this afternoon, after he finished his chowder run.’ Hannah took a gasp of air and rushed on. ‘His next door neighbour was found dead, and the Police are implying that Richard’s a suspect.’

      ‘What? No way, not Salty. There must be some mistake.’

      ‘Which is exactly what I told them.’

      ‘Where are you, Aunty Hann?’ As she spoke, Modeen grabbed a pair of jeans from the wardrobe and tossed them onto the bed.

      ‘They wouldn’t let me travel in the Medivac chopper with Richard.’ There were unshed tears in Hannah’s voice. ‘I’m at Cairns airport, waiting to get on the next flight to Brisbane.’

      ‘Good. I’ll be waiting for you at the hospital.’ When her aunt’s anxious sigh whooshed over the phone line, Modeen said soothingly, ‘Don’t worry, Salty’s a tough old bugger. I’m sure he’ll pull through. And we’ll get this mess sorted out.’

      ‘I know you will, love.’

      As Modeen ended the call, Wolf sprang from the bed and tugged on his pants. When he came to stand beside her at the wardrobe, she eyed him. ‘What are you doing?’

      ‘Coming with you.’

      She gave a half smile. ‘Thanks, but I’d rather you got some rest. Depending on what goes down with Salty, I might need you at Amberley first thing in the morning to organise the guys.’

      He paused to frown down at her, before pulling her into his arms. ‘And right now,’ he drawled, with a wolfish tilt of one dark eyebrow, ‘I need you to put some clothes on, Mrs Ryan, otherwise we won’t be going anywhere for at least the next thirty minutes.’

      She grinned up at him. ‘No time for that now, Mr Ryan.’

      He dropped a tender kiss on her forehead before releasing her. ‘How about we take my car to the hospital? If you need to stay there, I can drive to Amberley and catch some zeds on the plane.’
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      It was close to midnight by the time they left the inner city bypass and turned onto Herston Road. The late night traffic was thankfully light, making for a faster trip than the city’s daytime rush would allow. Lights were ablaze on most of the hospital floors as they pulled into the car park and found an available bay.

      Once inside the hospital they took the elevator to level three, where Modeen consulted a registered nurse before being ushered past a police officer and into the Intensive Care Unit. On one side of the room five beds were lined up and sectioned off by transparent plastic curtains. Three of the five were occupied.

      Salty lay motionless on the bed nearest the door.

      His eyes were closed and his head firmly clamped in a neck brace. A bariatric trapeze supported his right arm, which was encased in a full-length plaster cast. Nearby, a variety of intravenous tubes and drips hung upside down from a pole, the saline-based solutions providing him with fluids and vital nutrients.

      After a quick glance at the monitor beside his bed, which indicated a strong, steady heartbeat, Modeen blew a relieved breath.

      ‘The ventilator is just a precaution.’ The RN pointed to the hose taped to Salty’s mouth. ‘His condition is stable but he’s heavily sedated, so we’re not expecting him to come around for a while.’

      After the nurse hurried from the room, Modeen cupped Salty’s closest hand in hers and gave it a gentle squeeze. Gnarled from age, sun exposure, and hard work, the skin of his hand was dry and tough like old leather.

      Not the hand you’d expect from an ex-CIA operative.

      She gave a fond smile.

      But then, Salty isn’t your average agent.

      The smile vanished when she took in the swollen, purple-black left side of his face. He had obviously taken a serious beating.

      Leaning forward, she ran a hand gently across his brow and murmured, ‘Aunty Hann will be here soon. And don’t worry, I’ll find who did this to you.’

      

      Wolf was sitting by himself, head bent and elbows on knees, when she returned to the waiting room a short time later. As she took the seat next to him, he tilted his head toward the policeman standing guard outside the ICU. ‘Local cop, told to make sure Salty doesn’t do a runner. He relieved the previous officer an hour ago and says he doesn’t know anything about the incident.’

      ‘Salty’s taken a vicious beating. It’s unlikely he’ll be going anywhere for the next few days at least.’ Modeen leaned in to rest her head on Wolf’s firm shoulder and lowered her voice. ‘The Port Douglas Police weren’t very helpful either. Unless Salty wakes up and sheds some light on the incident, I’m going to have to head up there to check out the crime scene.’

      ‘Get Bugs to go with you. He and Salty are good mates, so take him along. He won’t be much good to me otherwise. The two of you can always join us later.’

      ‘Good idea. I’ll give Bugs a call. We’ll head up north with you guys and get off at Port Douglas.’

      Wolf sucked back a yawn. ‘Say, you never got around to telling me what Jack was banging on about.’

      ‘It was nothing specific, really.’

      ‘Had you deep in thought there for a while, so must’ve been important.’

      ‘Just ... he mentioned something I hadn’t heard of, a “World Reset”. He referred to it a couple of times. Know anything about it?’

      Wolf shrugged. ‘Only the basics. The concept is a new world order with the aim of making the world more sustainable
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