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            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Krabi, Thailand – January

      

      Scott’s kiss goodbye at Krabi airport had made Charlotte weak at the knees. It was a fitting end to a wonderful week of snorkelling and snuggling up around a fire on the beach. Many events looked forward to in life failed to meet expectations, but not this time. She and Scott had spent the week talking, among other things. She was still thinking about the other things when her phone rang, breaking her reverie-like state.

      ‘How are you enjoying Thailand, Charlotte?’ asked Teal. Charlotte was not in the least surprised that Teal Dubois knew where she was.

      ‘It’s been wonderful.’

      ‘Do you mind staying in Southeast Asia a little longer? I’ve a job for you. Someone important is missing in Myanmar.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            Going on retreat - January 29

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte had known this day would come, even though she’d never actually said yes. But then she’d never said no. Her silence had been embraced by Teal Dubois as agreement to undertake an occasional assignment for the Australian Security Intelligence Organisation. In return, they would financially support her recently established fabric importing and design business, which she was delighted to name Chic Charlie. She was excited and nervous in equal measure at being given her first assignment.

      

      The skills needed to become a spy were not a consideration when she’d struggled to decide between studying fashion or social media at Queensland University of Technology. One competency she’d acquired in good measure of late, was that of deception. She didn’t like lying, but then she needed to do it so that her parents, and now boyfriend Scott, yes, she could call him that, weren’t anxious. She could see that long-term, this gig would be difficult to maintain if she wanted to sustain close relationships. Still, the role had allowed her to break up an international slave trading network, facilitate the capture of a mobster and to meet some pretty interesting people.

      

      As she hailed a tuk-tuk to take her back to the resort near the beach in Krabi, her thoughts turned to the next lie. She’d need an excuse to cover a week to possibly ten day absence. Miranda was currently so loved-up with Mason that she’d barely miss her. Her parents and Scott would require a trickier conversation.

      

      ‘Hi Miranda. I’m back,’ Charlotte called out loudly as she entered their room, in case her best friend was in an intimate situation with Scott’s best friend Mason. The shower was running and Miranda was belting out a tortured, but passionate version of ‘I’ve Been Writing Love Songs’ by Daryl Braithwaite. Charlotte started collecting her clothes from the wardrobe.

      ‘Did he get off OK?’ Miranda asked from beneath the white towel that she was rubbing vigorously over her blonde bob.

      ‘Yep. On his way to Singapore with a connection this evening to Port Vila in Vanuatu.’

      ‘And when are you going to see each other again?’

      ‘Don’t know.’

      ‘What? You two. Aren’t you now officially in a relationship?’

      ‘Yes. But it’s complicated.’ Miranda groaned. Charlotte continued, ignoring her, ‘We both have careers taking off in different directions. I’ve got a lot to think about and I’ve decided I need time on my own to figure it out. I’ve booked a flight up north and I’m going on a mindfulness silent retreat for ten days. With the added bonus of not feeling like a gooseberry around you and Mason.’

      ‘You’re so full of surprises. I wouldn’t have picked you as a silent retreat type.’

      ‘Well, I’m not entirely sure I’ll enjoy it, but it’ll definitely be a new experience and who knows what I’ll learn about myself.’

      ‘Are you telling me the truth, C?’

      ‘Mostly. I rarely feel like a gooseberry around you and Mason. Just so thrilled for you both.’ Miranda gave her friend one of those hugs where you rock from side to side while squeezing.

      ‘You must tell me all about it when you get back.’

      ‘Well only if I’m allowed to. There are rules around participation in the retreat.’

      ‘Are you really sure you want to go? Miranda asked.

      ‘Not entirely.’ Charlotte’s phone pinged interrupting the conversation. ‘Directions to the retreat,’ she said putting her phone in her luggage. ‘I’ll say bye to Mason and be off. See you both at Don Muang airport in ten days.’
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      The earth below was scorched and dusty as the plane came into land at Mae Sot International Airport. It had clearly been a while since there was rain. Charlotte packed away her earphones, having listened to introductory Burmese on the flight from Krabi.  She was chuffed to see a driver holding up a sign that read ‘Chic Charlie’. Chic Charlie was the name of her fabric importing and fashion design house. It had been in operation for two months, but it still didn’t feel real, even though she’d been busy sourcing fabrics from around the world. Her new business had been financially supported by a special government grant facilitated by Teal Dubois. Teal Dubois’ official job title was Director, International Treaties. Her unofficial job title was recruiter of intelligence officers for the Australian Security Intelligence Organisation. Charlotte had met her when she had been caught up in an international slave trafficking syndicate in Italy. This hadn’t been the first time she’d inadvertently ended up in the wrong place at the wrong time. She’d also managed to get kidnapped while impersonating a princess in Monaco. In both cases she’d managed to extricate herself with only minor injuries, attracting the attention of the international espionage community.

      She turned her phone on again as she hopped into the taxi. There were five messages:

      

      
        
        Message from Scott. Cooling my heels in Singapore Airport. Can’t stop thinking about last night.  ❤

        

        Message from her mother. Couldn’t find the retreat you are going to online. Can you send us the link, just in case we need to contact you? Hugs.  😊

        

        Message from Miranda. You left your hat behind.

        

        Message from Mason. If you end up in any interesting situations, I wanna be the first person you call.

        

        Message from Teal. Welcome to Mae Sot

        

      

      

      Charlotte smiled and looked out the taxi’s window as a huge truck precariously overtook them on a double line. The taxi driver swerved off into the verge and then quickly recovered, a manoeuvre he’d clearly undertaken before. There were a few cyclists who hadn’t been so lucky and had taken a tumble. Charlotte watched through the back window as they dusted themselves off and remounted their bicycles. Relieved they were OK and annoyed that her driver had not stopped, she started texting.

      

      
        
        Message to Scott. Keep thinking those good thoughts.

        

      

      
        
        Message to Miranda. Unlikely to need hat.

        

        Message to Mason. Do you ever stop being a features writer for Hello? Can’t for the life of me think that there will be anything glamorous to report at the retreat. But if there is, of course, I will reach out to my favourite journo.

        

      

      

      Teal waved as the taxi pulled into the car park of the J2 Hotel. The taxi driver pulled her luggage from the trunk. Even though the humidity was climbing, Teal’s short grey hair was perfectly coiffed.

      ‘You’ve met Dang then?’ Teal asked. Charlotte was aware that barely a word had passed between the dangerous driver Dang and herself on the short trip from the airport as she had been pre-occupied texting.

      ‘Well not properly. Nice to meet you, Dang,’ Charlotte offered holding out her hand.

      ‘Nice to meet you too Miss Wyatt.’

      ‘Charlotte, please Dang,’

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘Dang is not actually a driver by profession,’ Teal said. Why does that not surprise me Charlotte thought to herself. ‘He’s actually a librarian,’ Teal continued.

      ‘Goodness. How wonderful.  I love reading,’ Charlotte blurted out. It sounded like a superficial thing to say. She chastised herself as she dropped her bag in her room and joined Teal and Dang in the dining room for a refreshing watermelon juice. The three of them were alone.

      ‘First priority,’ Teal announced, ‘apply for a visa for Myanmar. You can do that online and it will be issued within the hour. Second priority. Send this web link and phone number to whoever in your immediate circle is likely to try and contact you while you’re on assignment.’ Charlotte looked-up the link and smiled.

      ‘Wow, I would really like to visit this retreat.’

      ‘Maybe next time. And third priority. If there’s any hint that the military is about to take control, head for the border. Here’s a list of our safe houses. You will need to memorize and then destroy this list.’

      ‘Gotcha. And my mission is?’

      ‘To find and extract Maiah Thar Khin. She’s an inspiring young leader in the National League for Democracy and she’s gone missing. She may be hiding, or she may have been arrested. She needs to be under international protection. The future of Myanmar demands it.’

      ‘And you think I can do this?’

      ‘You’ve shown yourself to be extremely agile and inventive. This is a core requirement for an IO.’ Charlotte guessed that IO meant intelligence officer. ‘Dang here will manage your induction, and he’ll be your driver throughout the assignment. Wear this watch.  It will allow us to communicate if the internal communications systems are shut down. It will also be the most effective way for you to file your daily reports,’ Charlotte nodded. ‘You should also wear one of these shirts at all times. They have an inbuilt tracker and a fabric like chain
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