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        Dedicated to all my loyal readers.

        Thank you for sharing Jo’s exciting adventures with me.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Mission

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        - UNAUTHORISED AGENT ACTIVITY -

      

        

      
        Decorated ex-Special Forces soldier and now national security agent Jo Modeen struggles to come to terms with the fate of close teammate Troy ‘Wolf’ Wolverton. Critically injured during the team’s most recent mission, he lies comatose in Brisbane Hospital’s intensive care unit.

        The prognosis for his full recovery?

        Not good.

        Driven to pursue the organisation responsible, Modeen embarks on an unauthorised campaign of retribution. A campaign that is both personal and perilous.

        She’s going rogue, and going alone.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      In the dead of night, on the roof of a shopping complex in the main street of Noosa Heads north of Brisbane, a dark figure sat leaning against the one metre high parapet wall. The air was heavy with the threat of an approaching storm, and loud music thumped from the adjacent Shadows nightclub, located on the ground floor of the modern two-storeyed centre. Ignoring the throb of doof-doof music below, Jo Modeen kept her eyes fixed on the remote camera feeds streaming to the mobile phone in her hand.

      There was movement in the left frame on the screen as a bronze, late-model Mercedes Benz nosed into the undercover carpark at the rear of the complex. Two men emerged from the sedan. One was beefy, dressed in an ill-fitting suit, with crude tattoos covering the exposed skin of his wrists, neck and face. The other man she knew by name.

      Sergio Debeljah.

      Tapping on his image to zoom in, she saw the Russian-born Australian tug down the jacket of his silver-grey pinstriped suit, gaudy rings glinting on his fingers and both wrists heavy with gold chains. When he raised a hand to brush a lock of greasy blonde hair off his face, Modeen gave a silent snort. His style of dress, classic boxer’s nose, and penchant for flamboyant jewellery made Debeljah appear every bit the racketeering thug she knew him to be.

      The two men disappeared from her screen as they entered the building. A short time later they reappeared in the right-side frame, their images projected there by the second remote camera focused at the window of the office above the nightclub. Swiping the frame left so that it filled the entire screen, Modeen scrutinised the room.

      A good seven metres long by five wide, it had only one window to the outside. She watched the man with Debeljah stop at the gleaming, well-stocked private bar situated part-way down the left wall and begin pouring himself a drink. Debeljah continued sauntering toward the walnut, double pedestal desk at the right of the room, behind which sat a floor-to-ceiling bookshelf. A thick carpet, in a shade Modeen thought of as slime-green, added plushness to the already lavish space.

      Glimpsing a figure in a far corner, she zoomed in on a man sitting tied to a chair with a black hood secured over his bent head. He was flanked by two more of Debeljah’s goons, one of whom elbowed the man in the head when he raised it as if to speak. Placing the mobile at her feet, Modeen rose to her knees and focused the parabolic reflector of her listening device on the top rear section of the building. Thumbing the volume control forward, she cupped a hand over the canal phone in her ear and heard Debeljah’s guttural drawl.

      ‘What does he know?’

      ‘Not sure. We caught ’im stakin’ out the lab,’ the goon standing to the man’s right replied. ‘He was alone, boss.’ Stepping forward, he handed Debeljah a small black wallet. ‘Found this on ’im.’

      Taking it, Debeljah seated himself behind the desk. He leaned back in the chair, opened the wallet and scanned its contents, and then closed it with a snap. ‘Well, well. You’ve put us in a tight spot, Detective Sergeant Murphy.’

      ‘It’s only a tight spot if you make it one.’ The muffled voice came from beneath the hood. ‘You could let me go, and then we all walk away from this. I haven’t seen any of your faces.’

      ‘Hmm,’ Debeljah drawled, ‘it’s a nice idea, but … I don’t think I’ll do that.’

      ‘Consider your next move carefully. You don’t want to kill a cop!’

      Laughter erupted in the room, then subsided abruptly as Debeljah raised a hand.

      ‘I haven’t seen anything.’ Murphy’s voice took on a pleading note. ‘And I have no idea where I am. Let me go and I swear our paths won’t cross again.’

      Debeljah caught the eye of the henchman leaning against the bar and lifted his chin. The man set down the half-full glass in his hand and hurried to the other side of the bar to mix a drink for his boss. Turning to the goon standing on Murphy’s right, Debeljah gave a slow nod, at which the man took out a nine millimetre Beretta PX4 pistol from inside his suit jacket and began screwing on a silencer.

      On the rooftop Modeen dropped the listening device at her feet. Pulling down a black balaclava to cover her face she straightened to her full height, yanked a Walther PPQ from her shoulder holster, and sprang on top of the parapet wall. While pulling back and releasing the weapon’s slide she set off, leaping from the wall onto a section of curved corrugated iron awning. Sprinting toward the building’s upper level, she raised the pistol and aimed at the side window.

      Inside, the goon with the Beretta thumbed off the safety. About to press the silencer to Murphy’s temple, he whipped his head around at the sound of fast-approaching feet outside the window. As a volley of bullets shattered the pane he gasped and cowered, as did all the room’s occupants. And when shards of glass exploded inwards, Debeljah and his goons flinched and threw up their arms.

      Modeen followed the fragments inside. Diving through the shattered window, she completed a smooth forward roll on the floor. Rising swiftly to one knee, she let loose two quick rounds from her silenced pistol, blat blat! The goons on either side of Murphy slumped to the ground beside his chair, lifeless.

      She was turning her attention to Debeljah when the remaining henchman grabbed her from behind in a bear hug, knocking the gun from her hand as he did so. While struggling to free herself, she glimpsed Debeljah frantically rifling through a desk drawer, hunting for a weapon.

      No time to waste.

      She stomped hard on her attacker’s leading leg, scraping the heel of her size nine combat boot down the front of his shin and digging it deep into his instep. He let out a howl and buckled forward. Feeling his grip loosen, she thrust her head back, cracking him under the chin.

      His head flew back and he took a staggering step away, coughing and spitting broken teeth. When he screwed up his face and charged at her again, she took a wide stance, knees bent, preparing herself for the impact. The instant his heavy body collided with hers, she rolled her shoulders and used his momentum to launch him across the desk behind her. He slid over its polished surface, taking a laptop and lamp with him as he crashed into his boss, pinning him in the chair and against the bookshelf.

      Debeljah had found his gun, but now his pistol arm was trapped beneath the dazed goon on his lap. Seeing him frantically shove the man aside to free his arm, Modeen dropped to the floor in front of the desk. Picking up her PPQ, she rolled onto her side and put a bullet in each of his knee caps. Debeljah gave a roar of pain and jerked back, his poised trigger finger contracting twice to fire stray rounds into the ceiling. All the violent movement was too much for the overloaded chair. It collapsed under their combined weight and he and the goon crashed to the floor.

      The instant his head came into view, Modeen fired off another round.

      Seeing Debeljah shudder and face-plant heavily into the carpet, a crimson stain seeping into the lush green pile around him, she sprang to her feet while the remaining goon scrabbled for the gun lying by his boss’s limp hand. Leaning forward, she levelled her weapon at his temple. An instant later the books on the shelf behind him were sprayed a meaty red as his body slumped on top of Debeljah’s.

      And suddenly the thump of music from the nightclub was the only sound in the room.

      Breathing hard, Modeen glanced over at Murphy, who’d clearly been straining against his bonds. The thick black wire ties securing his wrists had sliced into his swollen and in places lacerated flesh. His hood quivered as he whipped his head from side to side, trying desperately to comprehend what was happening around him.

      She lifted the knife from the scabbard on her right calf and strode to his side. Feeling the eight inch blade slice through the ropes securing him to the chair, he flinched and sucked in a breath. Without speaking she pushed him off the chair and onto his knees, his wrists still bound behind his back.

      ‘Who are you?’ he blubbed. ‘What’s happening?’ When the only response was another shove in the back which sent him forward onto his stomach, he sobbed, ‘What’s going on? Tell me!’

      Modeen stood over him while taking a moment to survey the room. She stepped behind the desk to collect Debeljah’s blood-spattered laptop from off the floor and the mobile phone from out of his jacket pocket, placing them on the ledge of the smashed window. Returning to Murphy, she knelt beside him and put a knee in the centre of his back. With a quick upward thrust of the blade, she cut his hands free while rising to her feet.

      Finding himself released from his bonds he tried to stand, but she pushed him back down with one foot and held him there until he raised his hands as if in surrender. Once he was lying completely still she lifted her foot and then jogged to the window. Collecting the laptop and mobile, she sprang nimbly out and onto the roof, and was gone.

      Murphy stayed frozen in place, uncertain whether or not to move.

      Was this a trick? Was he being toyed with?

      He strained his ears for any sound of movement. Hearing only the dull thump of the nightclub below, he gathered his nerve and slowly sat up, half expecting another shove in the back or punch in the head. When neither eventuated, he raised a tentative hand and pulled off the hood. Squinting in the sudden glare of the down-lights, he blinked and anxiously scanned his surroundings.

      He was the only person left alive in the room.
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      Lightning flashed brilliant white in her rear view mirrors as Modeen passed through Eumundi township, weaving her Kawasaki GTR through the sparse early morning traffic. Turning left onto the Bruce Highway she accelerated, taking care to stay just below the speed limit – attracting attention right now would be a bad thing – and set the big bike’s cruise control. The trip home to the Gold Coast would take over two hours, and she was glad of the travelling time. It gave her a chance to wind down, for her adrenalin levels to return to somewhere close to normal.

      The 1400 cc, shaft-drive GTR purred beneath her, slicing effortlessly through the heavy pre-storm humidity. When she hit a pocket of fresh, rain-cooled air, Modeen lifted her head above the bike’s protective faring and raised her helmet’s visor to let the wind rush against her face. It brought with it a sense of freedom, of cleansing, of carrying away her cares … briefly. She took a deep inhalation and lowered her head again. Dropping the visor back into place, she settled in to focus on the road ahead.

      

      Back in her top floor apartment in Surfers Paradise she dropped her duffel in the corner of the master bedroom. Peeling off her black tee shirt and cargos, she headed to the ensuite bathroom for a long shower. While soaping her arms she discovered some remnants of the night’s activities, a few tiny glass shards embedded in the skin. She carefully prised them out and then stood rolling her shoulders, letting the water wash over her face and down her back, loosening her taut muscles.

      The digital clock beside her bed showed o-three thirty when she emerged wearing a white cotton singlet and matching shorts, and rubbing a thick towel over her short-cropped platinum-blonde hair. Catching sight of her duffel, she paused and then flicked the towel onto a chair. Finger-combing her damp hair she went to the bag, unzipped it, and stood gazing down at the mobile phone and computer she’d taken from Debeljah’s office. She left them there, instead grabbing her own laptop off the dresser and climbing onto the bed.

      While waiting for her laptop to boot up, she opened the bottom drawer of her bedside table and took out the memory stick she’d taped to the back of the drawer. Plugging the stick into the laptop’s USB port, she opened a spreadsheet and clicked on a tab. When a list of names appeared on the screen, she scrolled down to the fifth entry, highlighting it and putting a line through the text.

      Spruiking on social media wasn’t smart, Debeljah, and neither was posting your private details. It made the job of finding you just too easy. You should’ve known better.

      She saved and closed the spreadsheet and then the laptop, which she slid under the bed after removing the memory stick. Turning off the bedside lamp, she snuggled under the doona and was asleep within minutes.
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      It was o-nine hundred when Modeen surfaced. Yawning and throwing back the bedclothes, she stretched and then got up to shower and dress in jeans and a tee shirt. After making herself a quick breakfast she grabbed her leather jacket and was back on the GTR, riding north along the M1 freeway.

      During the hour-long ride to Brisbane she allowed herself to think about Troy Wolverton and his surprise proposal before their last mission … the mission that almost took him from her permanently, and left him lying unresponsive in the intensive care unit. Feeling her throat tighten and tears prick behind her eyes she made herself think of something else, and the second closest subject to her heart came to the fore.

      Retribution.

      She wanted those responsible for Troy’s injuries to pay.

      But even more than that, she wanted him back.

      

      She stood in the doorway, gazing into the softly-lit private hospital room at the form lying on the bed. All was quiet, apart from the usual hums and beeps of the electronic monitoring devices in the room, and the background noise of a busy hospital ward. She took a deep breath and moved to the bedside, where she bent to press her lips against his lightly stubbled cheek. Perching on the edge of the bed, she gazed tenderly into his face. It was expressionless in repose, his eyelids shut and unmoving.

      She closed her own eyes and pictured him smiling that crooked smile of his, thickly-lashed dark eyes crinkling at the corners, and felt her heart turn over as it always did. Swallowing the lump in her throat, she lowered her head to his broad chest and listened to the reassuring thump of his strong heartbeat. Hearing footsteps outside, she promptly sat up, expecting to see a nurse or orderly burst into the room. She was pleased when the footsteps continued down the corridor.

      This was her private time with Troy. It was precious and she didn’t want it disturbed.

      Looking down at the hands resting by his sides, she took the nearest one in hers. It lay still in her grasp but was warm, and she could feel the latent strength beneath it.

      Where there’s life, there’s hope. And I’m hoping you’ll come back to me, Troy.

      She ran her eyes over the equipment positioned around the bed and then fixed her gaze on him again. Very little had changed since her last visit. On the plus side he was still breathing on his own, and most of his superficial wounds had healed nicely or were barely visible. His left leg, while still in traction, had regained its normal colour. Gone were the purple bruising and inflammation. He remained lying motionless, however, partly covered by a crisp white sheet, and with the same assortment of wires and tubes connected to his body.

      And yet….

      Frowning, Modeen took a closer look. The tube up his nose that drained away gastric stomach contents and prevented aspiration into his lungs was still in place, as were the pads on his torso connected by wires to monitors recording his pulse and respiratory rate. The pulse oximeter that measured the amount of oxygen in his blood was still connected to the index finger of his left hand.

      And then she realised what was missing.

      The tube that had been attached to his skull to measure intra-cranial pressure was gone, replaced by a neat dressing. She frowned and brushed gentle fingers over that shaved area of his head. Squeezing her eyes closed and telling herself the removal of the tube was a good sign, she took a deep breath before opening her eyes again.

      Saying brightly, ‘Do you remember where we left off?’ she reached into her carry bag and pulled out a paperback novel, Matthew Reilly’s Ice Station. Opening it at the bookmark, she cleared her throat. ‘I believe Scarecrow was about to use that maghook of his again.’ She glanced at Wolf with a brave smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. ‘I haven’t heard of an Armalite MH-12, have you?’ Painfully aware no response would be forthcoming, she carried on. ‘I thought Armalite only made rifles. But that maghook is some versatile bit of gear, so if they’re real, we should get one.’ Lowering her eyes to the book, she launched into the story.

      ‘Despite the searing pain in his side, Schofield….’

      

      Aside from one quick trip to the coffee machine in the common room, she sat at Wolf’s side reading aloud until her voice grew husky. Coming to the end of that chapter, she sighed, slipped the bookmark into the page, and slowly closed the paperback. She remained where she sat, holding his hand and staring into his face, until something told her they were no longer alone. Glancing toward the doorway, she saw a tall male figure silhouetted against the bright lights of the corridor. His face was in shadow, but she recognised him … at least, she thought she did.

      ‘Sorry, I wasn’t staring. I just….’

      That deep voice … it made her heart leap, but she held herself in check.

      He stepped into the room. ‘You must be Jo. I was beginning to wonder if I’d ever meet you.’

      There was a thread of tension in his voice, but she was too distracted by a rush of sensations to analyse it. She remained where she sat, staring silently at him. The way he moved, like his voice, was so familiar.

      Achingly familiar.

      But there was something about his stature ... it wasn’t brawny enough. And then he spoke again, snapping her out of her stunned paralysis.

      ‘Sorry, should’ve introduced myself. I’m Jake.’ He gave a half-amused snort. ‘Thought you might’ve seen the family resemblance….’ When she continued staring mutely at him, he added tentatively, ‘Troy’s brother?’

      Modeen blinked and nodded.

      Jake Wolverton … of course.

      Rising to her feet, she put the book on the table beside the bed and then turned to shake Jake’s outstretched hand. His grip was firm, though not as firm as his big brother’s, she decided. They shared the same crooked smile, but there was a distinctive unease beneath the smile, and in his overall demeanour.

      She said quietly, ‘Nice to met you, Jake.’ The handshake done with, she stood regarding him with a level, assessing gaze.

      ‘You too.’

      There was that unspoken tension again.

      ‘I’ve been here for the past week.’ His brow furrowed and an accusing note crept into his voice. ‘I expected to bump into you before this.’

      So that’s why he’s so tense.

      ‘I’ve been away on business the past four days.’

      ‘Business?’ One word, loaded with sarcasm.

      ‘Yes.’ She turned to look at Wolf. ‘Apart from the removal of the tube in his skull, which I’m taking to be a good sign, there hasn’t been any change in his condition.’

      Jake exhaled. ‘No.’ He shook his head sadly. ‘The doctors believe he could be comatose for months.’ After a brief pause he burst out, ‘Which is why I’ve arranged to have him transferred to Royal Hobart Hospital.’

      Modeen turned to him with a frown. ‘Transferred?’

      ‘I’m taking him home. He needs to be close to family.’

      ‘That’s a bit sudden, isn’t it?’ She took a step closer and stared into his face. ‘I’ve been visiting him every day, ever since he was injured. I only went away this week for—’

      Jake raised a hand to cut her off. ‘The decision’s been made. I just got off the phone from his employer – and yours I guess – Mr Smith, who’s been keeping me up to date on Troy’s situation. He’s agreed to organise the transfer, and has been most supportive and helpful throughout this … difficult time.’ Jake fixed her with a steely-eyed look so reminiscent of Troy she had to turn away. ‘You guys should count yourselves lucky to have such a good healthcare scheme attached to your jobs. Especially,’ he added bitterly, ‘in your line of work.’

      She turned back to stare at him, an unspoken question in her eyes.

      ‘Oh don’t worry, Troy hasn’t told me what it is you do for this NatSec mob. But I’m not an idiot, and I know my brother. There’s no way a top-notch SASR sniper like him could stand being desk-bound in some safe little paper-pushing gig.’ Pausing, he lowered his head, swallowed, and then continued more calmly. ‘The doctors reckon if his condition doesn’t improve and he stays like this for a prolonged time,’ and he glanced over at the large, still form on the bed and then back at the floor, ‘he may never come around. And even if he does, he may’ve suffered permanent brain damage … may even have lost the ability to walk and talk.’

      He stopped speaking to drag a hand over his face. When he looked up at her, she saw his Adam’s apple bobbing in his throat as he struggled to stay composed.

      ‘They said to hope for the best but prepare for the worst, and the worst case for all of us, and especially for him, is that he awakens only to be bedridden or in a wheelchair for the rest of his life.’ Jake’s voice broke. ‘If you know my brother as well as I think you do, you know what that would mean for him.’

      Throwing him a curt nod, Modeen turned away to swipe an arm across her eyes.

      For a man like Troy Wolverton to find himself in a situation like that was … unthinkable.

      Unthinkable, and unbearable for those who loved him.

      You can’t let that happen, Troy … you’ve GOT to wake up, and as your old self.

      As though in pain, she folded an arm across her stomach and bent her head. Swallowing the lump in her throat, she cradled her forehead in the palm of her free hand and tried to muster her courage, but all she could think was, please wake up! Before you’re taken away from me a second time. She squeezed her eyes closed and warm tears spilled over to tumble down her cheeks. Swiping them away again, she ordered herself to get a grip and straightened to her full five foot eleven.

      Reaching up a hand, she fingered the pendant on the chain around her neck. It lay where it always did, at the base of her throat, carefully tucked beneath the neckline of her shirt. She caressed it through the fabric, telling herself firmly, as his next of kin, Jake has every right to have Troy transferred.

      She took a deep breath and, without turning to look at Jake, said brusquely, ‘When is the transfer happening?’

      ‘Tomorrow afternoon.’ His voice was milder, as though he’d guessed how she was feeling. ‘Look … I was going to discuss it with you but you weren’t around, so I had to make the decision I felt was right for him.’ He sighed and dragged a hand through his dark hair. ‘I only agreed he could stay here for treatment initially because I knew he’d want to be close to you. But when I didn’t see you all week….’

      Her shoulders slumped and she gave a mute sideways nod.

      ‘Of course you know you can visit him as often as you like in Hobart? That’s what he’d want.’ Receiving another silent nod in reply, Jake murmured, ‘I’m flying back there tonight.’

      Silence settled on the room again, broken only by the beep and hum of the machines. Rousing herself, Modeen moved to the bedside and tenderly brushed Wolf’s fringe off his forehead. She bent to press her lips against his temple and then whispered in his ear, ‘See you same time tomorrow. I love you.’ Turning, she collected her bag from the visitor’s chair and strode out of the room, giving Jake a tight-lipped nod as she passed.

      

      She had just thrown her bag into one of the GTR’s panniers when her mobile vibrated.

      Damn! Forgot to take it off the silent setting.

      She glanced at the caller ID and pressed Answer. ‘Ben?’

      ‘JD.’ Ben’s voice was clipped. ‘I’ve been trying to contact you for the last two days. I’ve got news about Wolf.’

      Looking down at the Messages app on her phone she saw a number of unanswered calls.

      ‘Sorry, I’ve been … busy.’ Before he could speak again, she said, ‘And I know about Wolf, I’ve just been to see him. The tube in his skull’s been removed, and….’ She swallowed hard to keep her voice from breaking. ‘And his brother Jake is having him transferred to Hobart.’

      There was a long pause and then Ben said quietly, ‘I’m sorry, JD, there’s nothing I can do about that. As Wolf’s next of kin, it’s Jake’s call what happens to him.’

      She exhaled and gazed down at her feet. ‘I know.’

      ‘His prognosis—’

      ‘I know that too.’ Her voice sounded strangled.

      ‘He’ll be with family there,’ Ben said gently, ‘so it might be for the best, JD.’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Now, why can I only reach you on your personal mobile?’ Ben was all business again, and for that Modeen was grateful, it helped her get her emotions under control. ‘Where’s your NatSec phone?’

      ‘Switched off.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘I’m still considering my options. You did say I was on R-n-R, and could take a couple of weeks to think about my future?’

      ‘You’ve got until Tuesday,’ Ben answered crisply, ‘when I want you here in Melbourne HQ for a team meeting with Spooky and Bugs.’

      ‘I’ll be there.’

      ‘Right.’ His tone was warmer when he continued. ‘I hope you’ll stay with NatSec, JD, but I’ll respect your decision, whatever it may be.’

      She exhaled and stared at the ground, murmuring, ‘Thanks Ben. And I appreciate your patience.’
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      Modeen arrived at the hospital the same time the following day and headed straight to Wolf’s room. She found herself holding her breath as she drew near his doorway, and only released it when she saw him still there. After giving him her usual hug and greeting, she took out the book and settled herself in the visitor’s chair to read the next couple of chapters to him. When a passing nurse advised they would soon be prepping him for transfer, she nodded her thanks and closed the book.

      Leaning her elbows on the edge of his bed, she took his nearest hand in hers. ‘I’ll leave the book with you, in case you wake up and—’ Her voice caught in her throat and she bit her lip. ‘Or we can carry on reading it together, when I come to visit you.’ Pausing, she took a deep breath. ‘They’re moving you to Tassie, where you’ll be close to Jake.’ She swallowed, but the lump in her throat wouldn’t move. ‘I’ll try and visit every chance I get.’

      Taking a pen from her bag and opening the book, she wrote a message inside the back cover and then slipped the book into the top drawer beside his other personal items. Sitting back, she reached up to remove the gold chain from around her neck. A rose gold ring dangled from it, the diamonds embedded in the band glinting under the room’s soft down-lights. Carefully lifting Wolf’s head, she slipped the chain over it and then lowered his head to the pillow again.

      ‘When you remember what this is and what it stands for,’ she whispered in his ear, gently tapping the ring against his chest with a finger, ‘you come and find me.’ She brushed her lips over his and then wrapped her arms around him, resting her head on his chest. She stayed like that until her ears caught the sound of an approaching trolley.

      Sitting up, she stroked the side of his face and murmured, ‘I love you.’ And when a nurse and two orderlies entered the room, she rose slowly to her feet.

      ‘We need to prep him for transfer.’ The nurse threw her a compassionate glance. ‘I’m afraid you won’t be able to see him again until he’s settled in at Royal Hobart.’

      Modeen nodded and took a final longing look at him before making her way out of the room. Keeping her head down, she strode along the corridor heading for the hospital carpark. Her NatSec Aurion waited there, packed with all her NatSec-issued equipment – mobile phone, computer, weaponry and assorted other gear – along with water and a few provisions, ready for the long drive ahead. Sliding behind the wheel, she entered the Melbourne address of NatSec HQ into the on-board GPS, which promptly informed her in a robotic voice that the trip would take nineteen hours.

      She had three days to get there.

      The GPS urged her to take the more direct inland route, but she tapped on some settings and finally convinced it to map the more scenic coastal route. Once on the Pacific Motorway, she would head south through Byron Bay, Coffs Harbour and Port Macquarie, and then overnight in Newcastle.

      On checking the GPS for accommodation in Newcastle, she was presented with a lengthy list. Not wanting to waste time, she chose the Clarendon Hotel in Hunter Street. It had a rating of a little over four stars, was close to restaurants, and offered a low nightly tariff of only a hundred bucks.

      That’ll do.

      She tapped on the link which connected her phone via Bluetooth, and proceeded to make the booking.
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      Modeen found the nine hour drive from Brisbane to Newcastle therapeutic. The powerful Aurion carried her in comfort, eating up the kilometres. And it felt good to be moving, to be doing something while pondering her next course of action.

      At twenty hundred hours, the well-lit Clarendon Hotel appeared inviting and popular, judging by the number of cars parked nearby on both sides of the road. Modeen pulled into a loading zone across from the hotel and sat with the motor running while she surveyed the establishment.

      The exterior of the two storey building was a tad stark and dated, but through the double glass doors at the front she saw a tastefully decorated lobby and a modern reception counter manned by smartly-dressed, smiling staff. Nosing out of the loading zone, she drove into the hotel’s driveway and parked outside the front doors in a bay marked Short Term Guest Parking.

      The check-in process was prompt and efficient, as she’d hoped it would be, and she soon found herself the occupant of a recently renovated, clean and comfortable suite. Heavy cream-coloured drapes had been pulled to the sides of the room’s white casement windows, leaving a sheer curtain billowing in the gentle draft from the air-conditioner. An ornate oval mirror sat in pride of place on the burgundy-coloured feature wall. Below it the queen-sized bed sported crisp white linen and a tasteful chocolate-brown throw at its base, matching cushions and roll-pillow piled against the padded bed-head.
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PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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