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      To Mum and Dad, thanks for your support and for always being there.

      And to my mate, Wayne, the original Salty Dick.
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        Things just got personal for NatSec agent Jo Modeen

      

        

      
        Australian security agencies are on high alert in the lead-up to the 2014 international G20 Summit, scrutinising recent activity on the summit website and tightening security measures for the attending diplomats.

        Despite this intensified vigilance even NatSec Intel can’t know what the terrorist group ‘The Spear of Allah’ is planning, something ex-Special Forces soldier and now national security operative Josephine Modeen is about to discover in a very personal way.

        And for her there’s more than national security at stake….
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      Josephine Dakota Modeen, recipient of the Medal of Gallantry and the first woman to be accepted into Australia’s elite SASR, found life after the Army unfulfilling and her job as a security guard, boring. While wondering if her disapproving father had been right about military service being a ‘poor’ choice of professions offering few post-service career options, she was unexpectedly contacted by her old CO, Victoria Cross recipient Ben Logan, now team leader with covert Australian security agency NatSec.

      She knew it wasn’t a social call. Hearing from Ben meant a mission, no exceptions. When, after confirming she still had the right stuff, he offered her a place on his team, her answer was a decisive, ‘You bet.’

      She couldn’t anticipate the ripple effect that career decision would have in the lives of the people closest to her….

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      The sweeping driveways of Brisbane’s inner city carpark crisscrossed as they spilled out onto Elizabeth Street adjacent to the Hilton Hotel’s entrance.

      On the fourth floor of the carpark, a federal officer prepared the ministerial high security 7-series BMW. Assigned to chauffeur the US and UK deputy secretaries for foreign affairs, the officer was busy going through routine security procedures. After checking under the bonnet, he walked to the rear of the vehicle and opened the boot. Pulling out a long metal handle fitted with a mirror on one end, he extended it to its full length and used it to check beneath the limousine for any foreign objects.

      The fresh-faced young officer was ambitious and wanted to impress his superiors. He’d accepted the ‘babysitting’ assignment gladly, thinking this would at least prove his alacrity if nothing else. Newly trained, he knew his mop of sandy hair, freckled nose and ready smile had some veteran officers eyeing him dubiously. If he were to prove his worth to his sceptical colleagues and ex-Fed father, he had to start somewhere. And being minder to some high-profile VIPs was an opportunity to prove his competence for more important tasks.

      After completing a full circuit of the car, he went to the rear of the vehicle and opened the boot again. Retracting the mirror, he leaned forward to place it inside the compartment, only to have it slip from his fingers when his hand jerked into a rigid claw. As his body slumped head-first into the boot, a pair of strong, dark-skinned arms swiftly folded the officer’s lower body in behind him.

      Removing the silencer from his nine millimetre Glock and returning the gun to its shoulder holster, Nasir Aldin took the young man’s standard Fed issue sunglasses off his now flaccid face and reefed the suit jacket from his lifeless body. Dark blood oozed thickly from the back of the officer’s head as Aldin donned the dead man’s jacket, closed the boot, and jumped into the limousine’s driver seat.

      

      Abdul Azeez sat on a lounge in a quiet corner of the Hilton Hotel’s lobby. Dressed in a charcoal grey business suit, he kept his gaze focused on his smart phone, only lifting his eyes to scrutinise passers-by.

      A portly statesman stepped out of the lift, accompanied by a tall, equally distinguished-looking man. They strolled purposefully through the luxurious foyer toward the sliding glass doors leading outside, onto Elizabeth Street. Seeing them, Azeez stiffened and gripped his phone tighter. After sending off a quick text, he shifted uneasily in his seat.

      Throwing the concierge a brisk nod as he passed the counter, the portly statesman caught sight of someone sitting in a plush armchair in the brightly-lit lounge area. He pulled up short and called, ‘I say, Modeen!’

      Magistrate John Modeen immediately set aside the newspaper he’d been reading and rose to his feet. At the other man’s approach, he extended a hand and smiled. ‘Good morning, Sir Robert.’

      Sir Robert shook his hand vigorously while also clapping him on the shoulder. ‘Morning, old chap,’ he said in a heavy British accent. ‘How’s the head, hmm?’

      John rubbed his temples ruefully. ‘Not too bad, thanks for asking.’

      ‘Capital, capital! Glad to see all that excellent Scotch you imbibed last evening hasn’t laid you low.’ Sir Robert winked. ‘What a charming function that was. First the Mayor and now the Premier, making us feel quite the VIPs. Oh, and in deference to Aussie informality, I insist you call me Bob. After all the merriment of last night’s soirée, you, me, and Mike here,’ and he indicated the tall man who’d strolled over to join them, ‘should definitely be on first name terms.’ His lips twitched and he puffed out his chest. ‘I don’t know about you Aussies and Yanks …,’ and he tugged at his jacket’s lapels, ‘… but we English don’t stand on ceremony.’

      Mike guffawed and said with an American twang, ‘Why, everyone knows that … Sir Barb!’

      ‘Oh jolly good!’ Sir Robert chuckled. ‘I love the way you Yanks mangle the Queen’s English.’ He turned to look up at John again. ‘I say, old boy, I didn’t realise what a tall fellow you are. Quite the “tall, tanned Aussie”, aren’t we?’

      John gave him a smiling nod.

      Sir Robert flicked the American a glance. ‘Yes … well … one supposes you colonists,’ and he grinned, ‘had to grow large in order to salute the mother country from afar.’

      ‘Shute,’ Mike drawled with an amused shake of his head, ‘I aint goin’ down that road again. Got me nowhere last night ’n I doubt today’d be any different.’

      The three men laughed as a white limousine with an Australian flag in the centre of its grille rolled up the circular drive and came to a smooth stop outside the doors. The driver stared forward with a blank expression, waiting patiently for his passengers.

      ‘Ah, here’s our conveyance. Good, good.’ Sir Robert made to move toward the doors, only to stop and frown at John. ‘I say, old chap, are you waiting for a taxi?’

      ‘Well, I was about to have reception order one for—’

      ‘Nonsense! You are most welcome to travel with us. I assume you are going somewhere in the city?’

      ‘Yes, to the Magistrate’s Court in George Street.’

      ‘Jolly good, jolly good. Right, that’s settled then. As you see,’ and Sir Robert indicated the waiting limousine with a sweep of a suit-coated arm, ‘we have plenty of room.’ He smiled widely.

      John dipped his head at them and bent to collect a brown leather attaché case from beside his armchair.

      While they’d been talking, Abdul Azeez had skulked past and was standing by the limousine. On their approach, he bowed and opened the door, gesturing for the three gentlemen to enter.

      Saying, ‘I’ll jump in the front,’ John skirted around the back of the vehicle.

      With an offhand nod at the man holding the door open for them, Mike got into the back seat and was settling himself when Sir Robert gave a grunt and fell against him. Mike felt himself pushed to the far side of the seat as Azeez jumped in beside Sir Robert, closing the door behind him with a thud.

      ‘I say, old man, there’s no need to be so rough,’ Sir Robert said with a peeved frown. ‘And it’s a bit crowded in here don’t you th—’ He bit back the last words as Azeez made a show of pulling out a snub-nose thirty-eight special and pushing it deep into his portly side.

      There was a solid metallic clunk as all four doors centrally locked. In the front seat, John Modeen’s eyes widened as he gazed with disbelief at the chauffeur beside him. The olive-skinned man stared poker-faced back at him. He held a Glock low across his body, the gun’s muzzle pointed directly at John’s chest.

      Barking in a foreign accent, ‘Keep quiet and no one will get hurt,’ the driver put the limo into gear and pulled out of the Hilton’s circular driveway. Taking care to drive smoothly and not attract attention, he nosed the BMW into the heavy one-way traffic on Elizabeth Street.

      Suddenly galvanised into action, John thrust his attaché case in the distracted chauffeur’s direction and tried desperately to get his door open.

      In the back seat, Azeez lurched forward and punched John viciously in the back of the head with the muzzle of his weapon. With a grunt of pain, John slumped forward, clasping the base  of his skull as blood issued from the laceration in the thin skin and seeped onto his white collar.

      ‘Now look here!’ an outraged Sir Robert blustered.

      ‘Shut up, dog, or I will do the same to you!’ Azeez turned and shoved the bloodied snout of his revolver into the side of Sir Robert’s flushed cheek, forcing his face sideways and back until his lips parted into a frightened grimace.

      ‘Settle down! You must remain calm, if you want to live,’ the driver yelled over the commotion.

      With a final sharp flick of the gun’s muzzle against Sir Robert’s face, Azeez lowered the weapon but kept it trained on the two men in the back seat.

      An uneasy silence, broken only by the rasp of harsh breathing, descended inside the limo as it made its way through the congested city streets and then out to the relative calm of the suburbs. Still rubbing the back of his head, John squinted out the window at a passing suburb name.

      Eagle Farm.

      The three captives sat stiff and silent as the limo weaved its way onto the back streets and then to a narrow, unsealed road. When they approached an abandoned shed at the back of an industrial area, Aldin slowed and then stopped the limo in front of the shed.

      ‘Watch him,’ he growled to Azeez, indicating John with a lift of his dark-stubbled chin.

      Azeez grunted and tapped the back of John’s seat with his gun as Aldin got out to open the shed’s double doors. Returning to the vehicle, he nosed it inside the large, cobwebbed space, and parked it beside a late model white Ford Transit van.

      Azeez immediately exited the vehicle and unlocked the van, opening the rear doors. Returning to stand at the front of the limo with arms extended, he aimed his thirty-eight special into the car.

      ‘Get out. Slowly.’ Aldin waved his pistol at the prisoners.

      Gingerly opening their doors, the three men got out of the car and stood on the filthy dirt floor. Azeez kept his gun trained on them as Aldin came around the back of the limousine.

      He gestured toward the van with his gun. ‘In there you will find grey overalls and baseball caps. You will strip to your underwear and put them on. Leave everything else on the ground.’

      With a lift of his chin, Mike asked, ‘Aren’t you going to tell us what this is all about?’

      Aldin merely raised his pistol threateningly and moved closer. ‘Do as I say. NOW!’

      Mike raised both hands defensively as, wincing, the three prisoners backed toward the van and complied. While they got changed, Azeez and Aldin took turns donning overalls themselves. When everyone was dressed, Azeez frisked each of the hostages and then ordered them into the back of the van.

      From the pile of clothing on the floor he collected their wallets and pocketed them. After crushing their mobile phones under the heel of his boot, he bundled everything in his arms and dumped the pile in a dark corner of the shed. When Azeez had joined the three captives in the back of the van, Aldin locked them in, opened the shed doors, and then climbed into the driver’s seat.

      After exiting the shed and closing the doors behind them, he drove sedately to the Gateway Motorway and then deviated onto the Houghton Highway, before heading to Scarborough boat harbour.

      Feeling the van come to a stop some time later, Azeez briefed the hostages, his tone low and guttural. ‘You follow us to ze boat. You run, you die. You talk, you die. Understand?’ He pointed the gun at each of them in turn as the back doors of the van were flung open.

      Aldin stood on the wharf with one hand inside the lapel of his overalls. The butt of his Glock was just visible. With his other hand he gestured for them to get out the van. When Sir Robert hesitated, Azeez grabbed him by the scruff of his overalls and pushed him toward the doorway. Glancing at each other, Mike and John slid forward silently with Azeez close behind.

      Once out of the van Azeez tucked his pistol under his overalls, keeping a firm grip on the weapon, and the four of them fell in behind Aldin. Throwing his prisoners a menacing glance, Aldin indicated for them to follow as he led them down a gangway toward a fifty-one foot Bluewater trawler. The nondescript boat sat serenely on the water, its battered steel hull an unremarkable deep blue. A colony of well-fed seagulls perched on its rigging. The birds watched as the five men boarded the trawler.

      Azeez followed close behind the three prisoners and ushered them into the front hold, slamming the door behind them and turning the lock.

      They stood in shocked silence for a moment, and then Sir Robert gave a deep sigh and said, ‘Well I must say, chaps, I didn’t see that coming.’

      Running his eyes over the cramped hold, Mike dragged a hand over his short crop of grey hair. ‘So … what the hell do we do now?’

      John moved to stand beside one of the bunks. Sinking onto the cracked vinyl, he looked up at his fellow hostages and said resignedly, ‘I don’t think we can do anything but wait.’

      ‘Yeah … but for what?’ Mike muttered with an ominous glance at the other two.
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      On the drive to Tullamarine airport, Jo Modeen was happy to sit back and let Harper chat about her weekend plans and latest beau. After asking to be left at the quick drop-off point, Modeen made her way into the terminal and identified her flight’s departure gate. On her way there, she stopped at a bar for a drink and sat in a quiet corner, sipping her scotch and dry while contemplating the debrief with Ben.

      Her flight to the Gold Coast left on time, and she arrived at Coolangatta airport at eighteen fifty-five. She wasted no time catching a cab to her apartment. After letting herself in, she took a shower, poured herself a tall soda water with a squeeze of lime juice, and flopped onto the sofa. Sipping the refreshing drink, she picked up her private mobile from where she’d flicked it onto the coffee table, took it off flight mode, and lobbed it onto the sofa.

      A second later, it vibrated violently. Twelve messages flashed, one after the other. She looked at the screen and frowned. Sighing, she dialled her mother’s number.

      ‘Mum? I just got h—’

      ‘Josephine!’ Freda gasped. ‘Where have you been? I’ve been beside myself!’

      Frowning at the panic in her mother’s voice, Modeen stiffened but said evenly, ‘Mum, calm down and tell me what’s happened.’

      ‘It’s your father, Jo,’ Freda sobbed, ‘he … he’s been taken!’
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      ‘Calm down, Mum. What do you mean, Dad’s been taken?’

      ‘Just that,’ Freda said, sounding out of breath. ‘From outside the hotel in Brisbane. The federal police are here. They think your father and two other men have been taken by a terrorist group.’ Her voice broke and she sobbed, ‘Oh Jo, what am I going to do?’

      Modeen’s mind raced. ‘Stay right there, Mum. I’ll arrange for Aunty Hannah to come over and be with you. I’ve got to make some calls, but I’ll head down and see you soon. Try not to worry, I’m sure everything will be alright.’ After placing a quick call to her aunt, she threw the phone onto the couch, strode to the table, and picked up her NatSec mobile. She tapped on Ben’s number and listened as the dial tone hummed and buzzed.

      Ben’s voice when he answered was solemn. ‘JD. I expected to hear from you.’

      ‘Then you know why I’m calling, Ben.’ She heard him exhale at the other end of the phone.

      ‘Yes.’ His tone grew businesslike. ‘I can confirm that your father and two diplomats have been taken hostage from outside the Brisbane Hilton, where all three were staying as guests. We’ve viewed video footage from the hotel and believe members of a Middle Eastern terrorist organisation are responsible. This group is known to us. They call themselves “The Spear of Allah”.’

      When he paused, Modeen rapped, ‘And?’

      ‘We believe the terrorists hijacked the Government limo, seized the three men from the hotel, and then took them to an empty warehouse in Eagle Farm, where they changed cars. The federal police tracked the limo and found the body of the driver, one of their young officers, in the boot.’

      Modeen took a breath and forced a calmness into her voice she didn’t feel. ‘But … why would they take Dad? He’s not a diplomat.’

      ‘Yes,’ Ben said thoughtfully, ‘he’s the odd man out in this equation. The other two hostages are the US Deputy Secretary of State, Michael Johnston, and the British Under-Secretary of State for Foreign and Commonwealth Affairs, Sir Robert Woodrow. Both high ranking international G20 summit delegates. Somehow your father was caught up in the event, and we’re assuming he was taken by accident. A case of being in the wrong place at the wrong time.’

      Blowing air through tightly pursed lips, Modeen bent her head and focused on Ben’s words and the reassuring timbre of his voice.

      ‘Our intel became aware of The Spear of Allah when we were looking into Batista’s dealings. Their leader, Saddam Akim, calls himself  “The Scorpion”. Our intel had noticed an increase in the group’s activity in the lead-up to this abduction and were keeping a close eye on them. There’d been above average web activity on the G20 summit site and into the background of the attending diplomats. But of course no one could’ve known exactly what was being planned.’

      Modeen said flatly, ‘Have the terrorists made any demands?’

      ‘Not as yet.’ Ben paused. ‘Look, I’d already recalled Bugs from the Middle East to help with summit security, and now I’ve also seconded Wolf from Delta team. Agents from MI6 and the CIA are on their way here to help with the case. I’ve got a meeting tomorrow morning with ASIO, followed by one with the Feds at their Melbourne headquarters, so I hope to have more information for you soon.’

      ‘Right.’

      ‘Now, JD, is there any point in telling you to leave this one to us? That you’re too close to the event?’

      Her reply was swift and decisive. ‘No point at all. This is my father we’re talking about. I’m either on the case with you, or without you.’

      ‘Yeah….’ Ben sighed, and Modeen imagined him giving a resigned shake of his dark head. ‘That’s what I thought. Look, the Feds don’t know about our recent dealings with Batista, so I’d like you and Spooky to check out his Katoomba property. It may give us a lead on where the hostages have been taken.’

      ‘I’ll contact Spooky now.’

      ‘He’ll be expecting your call.’ Ben’s tone softened. ‘Don’t worry, JD, we’ll do everything in our power to get your father and the diplomats back safely.’

      ‘I know you will, thanks Ben.’ Hitting the ‘call end’ button on the phone, she opened the contact list and tapped on the Luke Williams entry.

      Spooky answered almost immediately. ‘Modeen, I’m ready to roll. Where do you want to meet?’

      ‘I’m on the next flight to Sydney, have to drop in on Mum before we head to Katoomba.’

      ‘How’s she doing?’

      ‘Anxious and upset, naturally. Anyway, can you pick me up from her apartment in Darling Harbour?’

      ‘Sure, see you there around twenty-three thirty.’ He ended the call.

      Modeen got changed, grabbed her duffel and headed down to the basement, thumbing through her mobile’s contact list as she went. NatSec’s resource manager answered on the first ring.

      ‘Leanne, I need a flight from Coolangatta to Sydney, ASAP.’

      ‘Anything else, Jo?’

      ‘I’ll be armed, so I’ll need security clearance at the airport.’

      ‘I’ll make the arrangements.’

      ‘Thanks Leanne.’ Modeen ended the call and slipped the phone into her breast pocket. Standing at the rear of her Aurion, she opened the boot, lifted the floor panel and picked up her Walther PPX. Removing the clip, she pulled back the slide and checked the breach.

      Clear.

      She released the slide and palmed the clip back into place. Scooping up the silencer, spare clips and night goggles, she shoved them into her duffel.

      

      Locking and leaving her Aurion in a long-term parking bay at Coolangatta airport, she collected her ticket from the check-in counter. Seeing an airport security officer standing nearby holding a sign that read ‘J Bennet’, she approached him and said quietly, ‘I’m Bennet.’

      He looked her up and down and then studied her face for a long moment. His eyes widened and he seemed to wake from a trance. ‘Driver’s licence please.’

      Modeen handed him her NatSec-generated Josephine Bennet licence. The officer stared at it, eyebrows raised, and then escorted her through security. Once in the departure lounge, he handed back her license with a nod. ‘You have a good flight, ma’am.’

      Thinking bitterly, thanks, but I only care that it’s a quick flight, Modeen boarded her plane and arrived at Sydney’s Kingsford Smith airport at twenty-two fifteen. She caught a cab to her mother’s apartment in Darling Harbour and was pleased when a dressing gown-clad aunty Hannah opened the door and pulled her into a warm hug.

      ‘Oh Jo, we’re so glad to see you.’

      ‘Hey Aunty Hann.’ She gave a wan smile. ‘Thanks so much for being here.’ Glancing into the elegant lounge room, she saw her mother sitting pale and still on the ornate chintz sofa.

      Hannah patted her hand and said softly, ‘I’ll make us a pot of tea.’ She padded toward the kitchen in her fluffy slippers as Modeen hurried to Freda’s side.

      When her mother turned to her with a distraught, tear-stained face, she wrapped her arms around her, soothing, ‘It’s alright, Mum, I’m here.’

      ‘Oh Jo….’ Freda’s voice was muffled as she sobbed against her daughter’s shoulder.

      Hannah came into the room a few minutes later carrying a tray. Freda sniffed and sat up as Hannah poured the tea.

      ‘Here you go.’ She handed a steaming mug to her sister and one to Modeen, who looked at her with glowing eyes.

      ‘Thanks so much for staying with Mum.’

      ‘Think nothing of it. What are families for, if not to be there when trouble arrives.’

      They talked for a while, and when Modeen noticed her mother suppressing a yawn, she suggested she try to get some sleep. ‘You too, Aunty Hann, you look tired.’

      ‘Right, I’ll clear away the dishes then hit the hay.’

      ‘Good. I’ll see you tomorrow, around mid-morning.’

      Hannah contemplated her for a long moment and then nodded. ‘Night, dear.’

      ‘Night aunty Hann, sleep well.’

      Modeen helped her mother to her feet and, keeping a supportive arm around her waist, walked with her into the master bedroom. After tucking her in and waiting until her breathing had slowed and deepened, Modeen crept out, closing the door behind her.

      She had just flopped onto the lounge when her phone beeped with an incoming text.

      Your chariot awaits.

      Rising, she grabbed her duffel and headed downstairs to the idling Aurion, where Spooky sat behind the wheel patiently waiting. He glanced up as she crossed the street and made her way to the car, where she opened the back door and threw her bag onto the seat before jumping in beside him.
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