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        Protect the deadly new prototype at all costs

      

        

      
        With an unknown faction vying for control of the Black Mamba criminal organisation, it’s uncertain at first who is behind an attempted hit on ex-agents Wolf and Modeen. And NatSec team leader Ben Logan has a more pressing issue on his hands. The US Department of Defence is demanding additional on-ground surveillance at a high-tech Australian laboratory, where final testing is underway of an advanced weapon, one that could alter the course of modern warfare and cement America’s position as the world’s dominant superpower.

        Unless the prototype falls into the wrong hands….
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      The glow from the well-lit highway illuminated the burnt-out shell of the black Chrysler 300 stretch limo. It lay smouldering on its roof in a ditch, impuissant, like an upturned beetle. On the nearby south-eastern arterial highway connecting the capital city, Auckland, to the rest of New Zealand’s North Island, traffic was light. In the distance the last of the Emergency Services vehicles, an ambulance, trundled off having retrieved what was left of the limo driver.

      Luke Jackson watched it go and checked the time.

      O-four hundred.

      Skirting around the wreck, he paused every now and then to squat on his haunches and study the ground.

      ‘Pick up any tracks, Spook?’ Barry Pritchard’s voice came from the other side of the wrecked vehicle.

      Spooky straightened. ‘As expected, there’re footprints all over the place, Bugs. Those Emergency Services guys have no respect for forensics.’

      ‘Anythin’ useful?’

      ‘There’s a set of tracks heading east across the flats for about two hundred metres. They stop at the highway. I’m guessing Patel caught a ride from there.’

      Bugs made his way around the limo, pushing through patches of tall grass that left damp marks on the legs of his dark-coloured cargo pants. He shivered in the brisk air. The sun wouldn’t be up for another two hours.

      ‘Looks like he dragged himself three quarters of the way,’ Spooky went on as Bugs joined him. ‘Then two guys came down off the shoulder there,’ and he pointed to the road, ‘to carry him back up to the highway. From the wayward direction of the tracks, I’m guessing he must’ve been hurt pretty bad in the crash.’

      ‘He was lucky to’ve even survived it if y’ask me,’ Bugs said drily.
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      In the waning glow of late evening, a US Air Force C17 Globemaster appeared on the eastern horizon. It was on approach to Woomera military facility, the largest land-based test facility in the southern hemisphere, located five hundred kilometres north-east of Adelaide and encompassing over a hundred and twenty-two thousand square kilometres of South Australia’s Great Victoria Desert.

      The airborne leviathan’s landing lights blazed on as twelve huge wheels lowered from its undercarriage. They took the brunt of the cargo plane’s massive weight as it touched down and taxied to a stop. Ground crew scurried to secure the aircraft, whose rear cargo ramp was already being lowered. A short time later an eight-wheeled military vehicle nosed its way down the ramp and was escorted inside the facility’s main hangar.

      

      At o-six hundred the following morning Philip Morris and two defence force technicians drove the vehicle, an all-terrain Oshkosh truck, out of the hangar and exited the compound. After travelling for two hours they came to a stop near a rocky outcrop in the middle of the desert. It offered commanding views of the surrounding landscape, where hectares of low spinifex grass and acacia bushes, the only vegetation capable of surviving the harsh environment, stretched for kilometres.

      The three men weren’t there to take in the views. Stretching as they exited the transport, they eyed the bulky turret mounted on the vehicle’s roof. The Oshkosh was the ideal mobile platform to test the joint military project’s latest and most powerful acquisition, a three hundred and forty kilowatt multiple-fibre pulse laser.

      

      When Morris and his team had finished making the final adjustments to the high-energy weapon, they climbed down from the truck’s roof to pile into the cabin, where Morris turned on the targeting computer. The centre console-mounted touch screen blinked into life with the Department of Defence’s logo, followed by a glowing green radar screen. Its indicator arm passed over the circle’s radius in continual sweeps as the words Acquiring target in bold text appeared in the centre. Using the on-screen menu, Morris switched the targeting option to Manual, and the display changed to a real-time image of the range, projected from the camera also mounted on the truck’s roof.

      He zoomed in on the target, located ten kilometres to the north-west of their location. The M113AS1 personnel carrier sat forlornly in front of a low ridge that stretched for kilometres either side of it.  A relic of the Vietnam war, the broken-down armour-plated transport looked more like a tank. Too badly damaged to warrant repairs and the upgrades necessary to meet the current S4 standard, it sat lopsided, missing one of its tracks. Inside, two forty-four gallon drums of black powder were its only cargo.

      Morris glanced down at the screen and watched the laser’s power bar rise incrementally as he guided the crosshairs onto the target. When they flashed green, he tapped on the comms unit in his left ear. ‘Woomera Base, this is FR3. We are good to go.’

      A reply came back immediately. ‘Roger, FR3. Airspace has been closed. Taipan One, report.’

      There was a crackle over the comms, and a moment later the pilot of the MRH90 helicopter hovering at five thousand feet above and to the left behind the Oshkosh announced, ‘This is Taipan One. Confirm range and airspace are clear.’

      ‘Roger, Taipan One. FR3, this is Woomera Base. You are OK to go. Fire when ready.’

      ‘Roger, Woomera Base.’

      Woop, woop, woop.

      As the audible warning alarm issued from the comms, Morris gave the two techs a cursory glance. At their nods, he tapped his index finger on the FIRE button icon.

      Inside the truck’s cabin, the only sound came from the air-conditioning unit as it pumped artificially cooled air over its occupants. They sat with eyes fixed on the touch screen’s display, hardly breathing. While there was no tangible indication that anything had happened, on the screen a mushroom cloud formed where the personnel carrier had been. Twenty-nine seconds later they heard a faint boom in the distance as the blast wave buffeted the Oshkosh.

      

      Returning to base later that day, Morris and the technicians collected the video recordings and data taken from the remote camera feeds and sensors set up to monitor the test. They hurried to the lab to view the recordings, and watched a white-hot glow appear on the front of the target a split second before the laser beam melted through the quarter-inch armour plating, igniting the black powder which disintegrated the vehicle.

      Morris sat back in his seat, still staring at the monitor. ‘Well, that’s it for the laser test on a static target,’ he announced. Lifting his head, he nodded at the techs. ‘Stage two, upgrade the platform and activate the radar targeting system.’

      The techs whooped and high-fived, and one of them exclaimed, ‘Celebratory drinks tonight!’ When he didn’t get the expected animated response from Morris he frowned. ‘You’ll be in that won’t ya, Phil?’

      Morris didn’t reply.
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      Off Fairlie Road near Lake Tekapo in New Zealand’s south island, a black Lada SUV pulled up next to a set of wide, double-padlocked gates. Beyond them a track meandered up the side of a snow-capped mountain toward an abandoned ski field. The two men gazed through the SUV’s windscreen at the old, two storey lodge positioned on a ridge halfway up the mountain. Smoke was just visible, billowing from its two chimneys.

      The older of the two men nodded to his comrade as he opened the driver’s door. Freezing air swept into the warm cabin, but neither man gave any indication of being chilled. They set off, trudging along the snow-swathed track, their heavy boots leaving twin muddy ditches in their wake. They passed torn, twisted sections of dual-seat chairlift sticking out of the snow in places. An avalanche some years before had thrown the ski field’s top wheelhouse off the mountain, like a giant shrugging off a biting insect, leaving its shattered remains scattered down the slope below.

      On the lodge’s balcony a pair of eyes watched the two men approach. Lowering the binoculars, the guard hurried inside to announce, ‘We’ve got company, boss. Two men walking up the track, Ruskies I reckon. It’ll take ’em about ten minutes to get here.’

      When his boss raised his head and frowned, the messenger hastily looked away from the mutilated visage of dreadlocks seared back to the skull, above puckered facial skin covered in raw and weeping pustules. What remained of the man’s left eyelid was blistered and inflamed over an opaque, glazed eye that was once an icy blue.

      Rubbing his good eye, the boss opened his laptop and followed their visitors’ progress on the screen, projected there by CCTV cameras positioned along the route.

      

      The two men were ushered into the boss’s office accompanied by three of his goons, all hefty Islanders, who filed in behind them to position themselves, arms folded, against the rear wall. Sitting back in his chair, the boss took in his visitors’ full length, wool-lined leather coats. The front brims of their Cossack-style fur hats were pushed up vertically, both displaying a white hammer and sickle symbol against a red star. Hanks of greasy blonde hair issued from beneath the hat of the taller Russian, whose other most noticeable feature was the concave bridge and flattened tip of his large, spider-veined nose. His comrade was thinner, wiry, with features more Asian than Russian.

      The man with the boxer’s nose gave a loud sniff and stepped forward, smirking at the grotesque scarring on the side of the boss man’s face. In a guttural, heavily accented voice he announced, ‘Ze Bratva are not happy … Patel.’

      Owen Patel eyed him and sneered through blistered lips, ‘The who?’

      The Russian’s expression didn’t change. ‘Ve represent ze brotherhood,’ he continued evenly, ‘and ze brotherhood is not happy vis your progress.’

      Glaring daggers at him from his one working eye, Patel snapped, ‘And why should I give a crap what you or your brotherhood thinks?’

      The Russian leaned forward to rest meaty hands on the desk, gold rings glinting on each finger. Smirking into Patel’s grotesque face he said in a tone slick with self-assurance, ‘Tell me, do you actually believe you are in control?’

      The man’s stale breath and undisguised air of contempt had Patel leaping to his feet. With a roar of, ‘Enough!’ he thumped the desk with a fist. ‘I am Nakahi Pango, the Black Mamba, and you will show me some respect.’

      The Russian narrowed his eyes and puffed out his cheeks. He released the air through his thick lips with a pop, and then gave a grunt. Taking this as capitulation, Patel visibly relaxed. The Russian straightened, slipping a hand beneath his jacket as though reaching for a cigarette … only to withdraw it an instant later gripping a Lebedev nine millimetre pistol.

      Patel had enough time to suck in a breath and widen his good eye before the Russian levelled the gun and fired. At such close range, the bullet tore through Patel’s right clavicle and into the wall behind him, a spray of crimson accompanying it.

      As their boss dropped to the floor with an agonised yell, two of his goons leapt forward, reaching for their weapons, only to clutch at their throats as blue titanium knives dug deep into each of their larynxes. Gagging, they dropped to their knees and collapsed to the floor. Across the room the shorter of the two Russians came to a spinning stop, both hands empty after completing the throws.

      He side-stepped smoothly when the third goon darted forward, pivoting anti-clockwise as he did so and slipping another throwing knife from a scabbard strapped to his right thigh. As the thick-set goon pounded past him, grabbing at air, the light-footed Russian completed his graceful three-sixty degree turn and drove the blade into the back of the Islander’s neck.

      With a satisfied grunt, the man with the boxer’s nose moved around the desk to eye Patel, who was lying on the floor propped on one elbow. Breathing heavily, Patel stared up at his attacker in disbelief, one hand pressed to his shoulder to stem the bleeding.

      ‘I am Vladimir Debeljah,’ the Russian said matter-of-factly, once more aiming the pistol, this time at Patel’s forehead. ‘And zis is for not taking better care of my leettle brother, Sergio.’ He paused to let that sink in, clearly savouring Patel’s open-mouthed look of terror, before slowly squeezing the trigger.
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      At the rap of knuckles on his office door, Ben Logan raised his head to see NatSec’s Operations Manager Jack Pender stride in. Closing the file he’d been perusing, Ben sat back in his chair and returned his boss’s nod of greeting.

      ‘I’ve read your brief on the New Zealand event,’ Jack announced. ‘Beta team and Ms Bennet were lucky that things ended in our favour.’

      Ben watched him take a seat in front of the desk and frowned. ‘But we didn’t get Patel.’

      ‘Yes.’ Jack pursed his lips. ‘That was a missed opportunity.’

      ‘I agree.’ Ben leaned forward, resting his arms on the desk. ‘And I believe it would be in the agency’s best interest to pursue the Black Mambas and shut down their operations.’ When Jack merely raised his eyebrows in an unspoken, ‘Go on,’ Ben continued. ‘They’re a fanatical group of thugs, Jack. If left unchecked they’ll only grow in numbers. Owen Patel is still on the loose, and from what JD learned there’s a bounty on the head of each member of my team.’ He paused to eye his boss before plunging on. ‘Three weeks, that’s all I’d need to tie up the loose ends.’

      Jack shook his head and said brusquely, ‘Negative.’ He sat forward. ‘Look Ben, I take your point, but Patel’s probably going to lay low for a while, licking his wounds. And I’m betting he’ll have his hands full defending the Mambas’ territory now the newly elected Queensland Government has repealed the Lawlessness Act. Sure as anything, the previously outlawed motorcycle gangs will return to reclaim their old territories.’ He gave a satisfied nod. ‘Patel will be too busy dealing with all that to worry about coming after your team. And anyway, we have more pressing priorities.’

      Ben ran a hand through his hair and leaned back, the chair creaking beneath his six foot four, well-muscled frame. ‘Well,’ he sighed, ‘I can’t say I’m not disappointed.’

      ‘Don’t be. You’ll get another chance if the Mambas cross paths with us again.’ Jack gave a wry snort and sat back in his seat. ‘Unless the bikers beat us to them, of course.’

      Pushing Patel to the back of his mind, Ben said, ‘So, do any of those “pressing priorities” involve my team?’

      ‘Yes, and this one’s come out of left field.’ Jack threw him a meaningful glance as he rose to shut the door. Resuming his seat, he rubbed his hands together. ‘I’ve been contacted by my counterpart in the US who’s been working closely with the CIA in Langley, Virginia, on a highly confidential case. They have reason to believe that information on a classified military project is being leaked, and suspect one of the project engineers may be the source of the leak.’

      Ben frowned. ‘Sounds like something the Yanks’d want to handle in-house. Why would they be involving NatSec?’

      ‘I’ll send through all the details when I receive them, but what I can tell you now is that the engineer in question, one Philip Morris, is Australian. He works for Advanced Laser Optics, a major US defence contractor, and is a key member of the project team. ALO is based in Nowra but Morris has been flying between there and the US over the last eighteen months. We’ve been requested to keep him under surveillance while he’s here in Oz.’

      ‘I see.’ Curiosity glinted in Ben’s eyes. ‘What do we know about the project he’s working on?’

      ‘It’s quite exciting really.’ Enthusiasm radiated from Jack’s face and voice. ‘The US Air Force is in the final stages of putting together a prototype sixth-generation jet fighter to replace the F-22 Raptor. A successful result will ensure they maintain air superiority, hence the need for secrecy.’

      ‘They’re replacing the Raptor? Didn’t they develop the F-35 Lightning for that purpose?’

      ‘No, it was designed to replace the Falcon, Hornet and Thunderbolt, and intended to complement the Raptor. That’s why the Lightning’s offered in three variants. Being smaller, it can be launched from an aircraft carrier, but with only one engine it can’t super-cruise like the Raptor. It’s horses for courses.’

      ‘So we’re talking about a whole new aircraft design?’

      Jack rubbed his chin. ‘They’re not overly forthcoming with specifics … but from what I can gather, the Raptor’s superior stealth capability is the reason American federal law banned its export. Although its limited agility hampers it in close-quarter dogfights it’s still a formidable fighter, so I’m guessing the design modifications will encompass some airframe amelioration but focus primarily on weaponry and countermeasures.’

      ‘I see.’ Ben nodded. ‘When I was enlisted, the Yanks were known to be working on laser technology. I believe the US Navy had even successfully tested a direct energy weapon in the field.’

      ‘Yes,’ Jack said briskly, ‘and not just lasers. They’re also developing EMP and electromagnetic projectile launchers. The Raptor is limited to the amount and type of long-range missiles it can carry while still maintaining its stealth profile, but imagine what it would be like if it were fitted with laser or EMP weapons … or both. For a start it wouldn’t have to worry about manoeuvrability, it could sneak up on enemy planes, deploy the EMP and knock out their on-board computers. Any fly-by-wire aircraft, and that’s almost all modern planes and choppers, would just fall out of the sky.’

      Ben eyed him with mild amusement. ‘You’re really into all this aren’t you?’

      Jack gave a wry grin. ‘I haven’t always been a desk jockey, you know. I used to fly Hueys out of Phuoc Tuyat back in Vietnam.’

      Ben returned the grin. ‘You’re a man of many talents, Jack.’
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      At a roadside café on Lygon Street in Melbourne’s restaurant precinct, Troy Wolverton took a long sip of his coffee and gazed across the table at his platinum-blonde companion. ‘We’ve been back from New Zealand a week now,’ he drawled. ‘I think we’re temptin’ fate stayin’ in your Gold Coast apartment. We know it’s been compromised.’

      Josephine Dakota Modeen nodded and set down her cup. ‘Yeah, and I’ve multi-listed it with some real estate agents already, but it’s not going to sell overnight.’

      ‘You’re gonna miss that penthouse aren’t you?’

      ‘I guess so.’ She looked thoughtful. ‘And not just me. Aunty Hannah and Salty have been regular visitors lately. But now I wouldn’t feel comfortable about leaving them there on their own.’

      Wolf gave an amused huff. ‘Don’t underestimate Salty, he’s one capable old fart.’

      ‘I know, but if anything were to happen to either of them….’

      He sat back, regarding her intently for a long moment, before straightening and leaning forward. ‘So, why don’t we get a place of our own, you and me?’

      She widened her china blue eyes at him. ‘You mean … move in together?’ and was awarded with one of his crooked grins.

      ‘Sure. We could always stay at my place in Canberra, at least until we decide on our next move.’

      ‘Don’t you mean Bugs’ place?’ She raised a teasing eyebrow at him.

      ‘Humph! NatSec might subsidise the rent but it’s still my name on the lease, so Bugs is still officially my guest.’ Wolf sobered. ‘Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad he moved in and kept an eye on the place while I was … out of action.’ He cleared his throat. ‘He can always take over the lease when we go. Besides, there’s plenty of room and he’s hardly ever there anyway.’

      Modeen chewed her lip. ‘I don’t fancy staying in Canberra for long, the winters there are just too damn cold.’ She sat back in her seat and regarded him thoughtfully. ‘Are you sure that’s what you want, Troy?’

      He didn’t hesitate. ‘I’m sure. Like I said, we can drop off the radar. And if the Black Mamba or anyone else with a grudge ever comes a-knockin’, they’ll be sorry.’ Throwing her a confident wink he rocked back in his chair and linked his fingers behind his head, a recently shaved patch still visible in his dark hair.

      Modeen’s smile froze on her lips and the blood drained from her face as a red dot suddenly shimmered on the circular table between them. With a yell of, ‘Down!’ she thrust the table at Wolf while diving for cover herself.

      As he fell backwards, limbs flailing, Wolf’s size eleven boots launched the metal table into the air, sending its contents flying. At the same time a spark and a loud metallic ricochet had the patrons around them flinching and ducking for cover.

      After landing on his back Wolf twisted around, searching for Modeen. Seeing her lying flat on the ground against the maroon canvas partition that delineated the dining area from the street, he scrambled onto his hands and knees and zigzagged between the tables and chairs, flinging himself down beside her. ‘You alright?’

      She nodded. ‘You?’

      ‘Fine, thanks to your quick thinkin’.’

      Her expression softened for an instant and then she was all business again. ‘The shot came from up high and to the south-west, diagonally across the Lygon-Queensberry intersection. The big red brick building,’ and she indicated it with a lift of her chin.

      Raising his head for a quick glimpse over the partition, Wolf lowered it again with a nod of agreement.

      On the other side of the partition, a City Transit bus rumbled up to the four-way intersection and came to a jerking stop at the traffic lights with a hiss of air brakes. Modeen peeked over the partition at it and then turned to Wolf. ‘You take this side of the street. I’ll cross over from here, I’ve got cover.’

      Rising to his haunches, Wolf sprang forward and sprinted across the footpath, trying not to bowl over any bewildered patrons on the way. Behind him, sparks ricocheted off the pavement as another two shots rang out. Launching himself into the café’s doorway, he slid to a stop. From there he peered across the intersection at the red brick building, and then gave Modeen the signal to go.

      She leapt up and, using the bus for cover, vaulted over the partition. Circling around the back of the City Transit, she paused to time the oncoming traffic before dashing across the two double lanes. Once on the other side of the road she flattened herself against a wall under a wide shop awning close to the corner.

      Across the intersection the four storey, red-brick building jutted above the rooflines of its neighbouring shops. Modeen eyed the top balconies. Their dark-tinted windows all faced Queensberry Street, and there was no sign of movement. She scanned the roofline and glimpsed the back of a man’s head as he disappeared from view, heading toward the centre of the roof.

      Turning, she signalled Wolf to advance. He took a precautionary glance down the street as he left cover, darting out to run to the corner and then across the intersection on his side of the road. Coming to a stop, he flattened himself against the wall of the “Down Towner” building. He scanned the red brick building opposite, searching for any movement. With no windows on that side of the structure, the building looked even more imposing. Its footprint stretched sixty metres down Lygon Street from the corner, ending in an atrium separating it from what appeared to be a different section of the same building at the rear.

      Using hand motions, Wolf signalled for Modeen to cover the front of the building while he entered through the side. He watched her run diagonally across the road to where a high fence in the same dark red brick led up a flight of stairs to the building’s main entrance. Making his way down Lygon Street he crossed the road and passed the atrium, which was also sectioned off by a low wall of the same-coloured brick. After striding up a wide access ramp that doubled back to a set of heavy glass doors, he slipped inside the building.

      Mounted high on the wall at one end of the small entry foyer, a glossy board displayed the businesses located on each floor of that section of the building. To Wolf’s right, a wide corridor led to the local member’s office, a solicitor’s firm, and another set of double glass doors that opened onto the atrium. The door to his left, displaying an amenities decal, had an emergency exit sign directly above it.

      Wolf went through the exit door and found himself in a long, narrow passageway. The bright glow of the fluorescent lights running down the centre of the ceiling reflected off the white paintwork. Small storage rooms were situated along the left of the corridor. On the right, doors leading to the male and female amenities were separated by a janitor’s storeroom. Jogging the full length of the passageway, he came to another exit door at the far end and burst through it.

      At the big man’s sudden appearance in the small lane at the side of the building, two beefy Islanders and
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