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        Gather intel and suspect everyone….

      

        

      
        When an LNG tanker is sunk in the Philippine Sea north of Papua New Guinea, the spotlight falls on the lucrative liquefied natural gas market. Believing an international cartel to be responsible, and that Australia’s LNG plants could be at risk, the CIA tasks NatSec with gathering on-site intel.

        Modeen’s team is deployed to discover the saboteurs’ identities, determine their next target, and find out just how far they will go….
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      The periscope sliced through the calm, dark waters of the East China Sea in the early hours of the morning. The matte-black midget submarine, christened the Nautilus in a previous life, maintained its dogged southward course, making good time in the glassy swell.

      The forty tonne Danish vessel had enjoyed something of a reincarnation, following what its owner-builder claimed was a ‘mechanical failure’ that led to its sinking in the bay of Køge, southwest of Copenhagen. The owner’s tale of woe, after he abandoned ship and swam for shore, failed to convince the Danish police, however. They had the sub salvaged and examined by their forensic unit.

      When a female’s dismembered body parts washed ashore to become a beach-goer’s grisly discovery, the investigation was upgraded to a homicide enquiry and the sub’s owner taken into custody. His attempt to conceal the atrocity by scuttling the Nautilus had proven futile. Footage of his victim boarding the vessel that day had been posted on social media, sealing his fate.

      Following the trial and murder conviction, his water-damaged sub was sold for scrap to a North Korean consortium.

      Only it wasn’t scrapped.

      It was gutted and refurbished.

      A new, more powerful diesel engine increased the vessel’s average cruising speed to twelve knots on the surface, nine knots submerged. The installation of a long-range fuel tank more than doubled the sub’s effective range. Navigation and sonar systems were upgraded, and five military-grade optical cameras were fitted to the periscope. These provided a three-sixty-degree panoramic view, with images streamed to three high-definition monitors in the forward control room.

      The downside to these modifications was that the already confined space within the nineteen metres-long by two meters-wide sub was even more restricted. For the tall, well-built Russians, who could only communicate with their more compact North Korean counterpart in broken English, this didn’t improve an already tense working relationship.

      All three men were in their late thirties, lean, and in good physical condition. They had prepared well for the arduous ten-day journey. Wherever possible they travelled on the surface to conserve fuel and replenish the air supply, while keeping a vigil on the horizon to avoid detection.

      After entering the Philippine Sea, the sub submerged to avoid passing freighters and headed south-east for the scheduled rendezvous with a Korean fishing boat.

      The rickety wooden vessel with its faded, fish gut-stained deck and crustacean and algae-encrusted hull was a welcome sight for the submariners. They greeted the two-man crew with smiles and effusive gestures. While syphoning diesel from the two hundred litre drums on the boat’s deck, they chatted with the men as best they could, considering the language barrier.

      Once the refuelling task was complete they threw the empty barrels overboard, along with the now lifeless bodies of the fishing boat crew. As the sharks began circling, the Nautilus slipped away, leaving the two bodies to bleed out in the water and the fishing boat to drift abandoned in the rising sea.

      Back at the submarine’s controls, the North Korean plotted the next rendezvous point, five hundred nautical miles north of Papua New Guinea.
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      The twin-hulled Moss-type tanker, Methane Matrona, was laden with enough liquefied natural gas in her four spherical containers to power a major city for a week. At two hundred and ninety metres long, the ship was one and a half times the length of an Australian Rules football oval. Towering more than thirty-four metres above the water line, and with a beam of fifty-three metres, she made an imposing and unmistakable silhouette against the horizon.

      Her marine, dual-powered engine propelled her smoothly through the water as she headed north toward Japan, China, and South Korea. Most of her twenty-crew complement were asleep in their bunks as she rounded the eastern side of PNG. Pushing onward, she passed the halfway point in the watery expanse of the Philippine Sea.

      The deck officer sat alone in the bridge tower in front of the expansive control console as the tanker cruised through the night at a steady twelve knots. With an occasional glance at the array of navigation and communication screens, the man reclined in the command chair, yawned, and took a long pull from his coffee mug.

      Five hundred metres off the tanker’s port bow, a miniature submarine broke the surface of the dark water. Its stealthy arrival caused only a slight disturbance in the moderate swell. At the top of the sub’s conning tower a hatch creaked opened and two men emerged. After jostling for position on the tower’s small, slippery deck, the men locked their rubber-soled feet against the base of the conning tower. They hoisted SA-24 Grinch MANPADs onto their shoulders. The man-portable air-defence systems, normally deployed against attacking aircraft, had a different mission this night.

      Through the weapons’ night vision, line-of-sight laser guidance system, the Matrona shone bright against the early dawn sky. One of the men began a countdown in Russian.

      ‘Tri, dva, odin. Ogon!’

      Flames shot from the rear of the MANPADs as the one-point-five metre-long missiles raced toward the ship’s huge, spherical tanks. The projectiles rode the laser beam to their targets. Their solid fuel motors propelled them at over Mach one into the columns at the apex of two of the tanks.

      As the missiles’ explosive warheads ignited on impact, the shockwave ripped through the bridge tower, imploding the heavy reinforced glass covering the portholes. The tanks hit by the missiles shattered, rupturing the hull and adjacent spheres. Crew that weren’t killed in the blast either suffered fatal cryogenic burns from the freezing liquid, or were asphyxiated by the gas that flooded the damaged hull and bridge tower. The boiling liquid expanding vapour explosion that followed lit up the night sky in a gigantic mushroom-shaped fireball visible for over fifty miles.

      With satisfied grunts, the Russians tossed the empty rocket launchers into the sea, before climbing down the tower and securing the outer hatch behind them. Slipping beneath the waves like a dark shadow, the sub continued on its journey.

      

      Forty miles away a cargo container ship called in the event on the international emergency channel, and a US Nighthawk helicopter was scrambled from Anderson Air Base in Guam. On a training run over the Mariana Islands to the north, a B-1B bomber was also diverted to the location. Sweeping back its wings, the sleek bomber accelerated to Mach one-point-two, overhauling the Nighthawk to arrive first at the scene.

      Illuminated by the green hue of their Integrated Battle Systems cockpit, the B-1B pilots powered back for a sweep of the area.

      ‘Anderson Base, this is Bone Three. We are at the coordinates.’

      ‘Roger, Bone Three.’

      ‘The only evidence of misadventure is an oil slick and burning flotsam on the surface. No sign of survivors or bodies in the water. Over.’

      ‘Roger that, Bone Three. Return to base. The inbound Nighthawk will take over recon and conduct a low-level surveillance run.’
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      ‘The US Navy deep-water salvage team deployed from Guam arrived several days later.’ NatSec’s national operations manager Jack Pender leaned back in his chair, phone pressed against his ear. ‘Their investigation was slow due to poor weather conditions and the wreck’s location. They finally found her over three thousand metres below … all that remains of the ship, that is. She’s just a gutted hull and partly melted bridge tower now, with debris scattered for miles over the seabed.

      ‘The week-long investigation was cut short by high seas and an approaching tropical cyclone, so the cause of the Matrona’s sinking was indeterminate. The exemplary record of the LNG transport industry, and the improbability of such a catastrophic failure, led investigators to suspect foul play. Which is where we come in, Ben.’

      ‘I see.’ Ben Logan’s deep voice rumbled over the phone line.

      ‘The CIA has requested assistance in their investigation into the incident. They want eyes on the ground on Curtis Island in central Queensland, where three new LNG plants have been established. It’s believed those plants might be at risk.’

      ‘How so?’

      ‘The LNG industry is becoming highly lucrative, a fact not lost on the players in the market who all want a share of the pie. Since construction of these three new plants, Australia has overtaken Qatar as the number one worldwide exporter.’ Jack paused to take a breath. ‘We know the Soviets have huge reserves of natural gas, and a vast network of pipelines across their continent and neighbouring countries. They’ve also signalled their intention to secure a larger portion of the LNG market by building massive processing plants. One is already in operation in the Yamal Peninsula, and another is close to completion at Gydan. They’ve also commissioned the construction of fifteen membrane-type Arc7 icebreakers to transport the LNG.’

      ‘There’s nothing wrong with a bit of marketplace competition, surely.’

      ‘True, but what’s concerning is that the Soviets not only have a hell of a lot riding on this, they also don’t have the contracts to support their investment. At present, anyway.’

      ‘So the CIA believes the Russians are behind the sinking of the tanker?’

      Jack exhaled. ‘Not necessarily. In addition to the Soviets there’s a number of multi-national organisations and partners involved in LNG projects of this size; the Chinese, North and South Koreans, even the Dutch are players. It could be any one of the billionaire investors, corporations, or even the sub-contractors downstream. The CIA is yet to establish which player or players have the most invested, the most to gain by this incident, and the most to lose.’

      ‘Has our intel come up with anything? Any ideas about who might be behind this attack?’

      ‘They agree the CIA’s assessment could be plausible and that the plants on Curtis Island may be under threat. They’re concerned the loaded tanker might have been tampered with prior to leaving the Gladstone harbour.’

      Ben gave a grunt of acknowledgement.

      ‘We’re looking at all the players,’ Jack went on, ‘especially those who missed out on the lucrative contracts, and may be holding a grudge. That said, I think we can eliminate those companies with an existing presence on Curtis Island. They’re highly unlikely to want to hamper operations. And we’re not ruling out the threat to LNG projects on the north-west shelf, either.’

      ‘So … will our operation cover that area as well?’

      ‘Negative. I’m assigning Western Australian operatives to handle that aspect of the mission, but keep an open communiqué with them in case there’s any cross-over.’

      ‘Right.’

      ‘I’m sending you the file now but am afraid it’s a little light on details. I need you to deploy your team and concentrate efforts on the LNG pipelines and the facilities on Curtis Island. If the tanker was tampered with while being loaded there, the perpetrators may still be on or near the island. Let’s see what your team can dig up. I’m under increasing pressure from above so the sooner we can put this to bed, the better.’

      ‘Roger that.’
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      Through the shooter’s night-vision scope the area was illuminated in a green hue, the images clear as if it were daylight. His spotter positioned a tripod-mounted monocular scope by his side and hooked up the recording equipment, before settling in to wait.

      At o-one hundred Saturday in Brisbane’s Fortitude Valley, the narrow alley between the two converted warehouses was damp and deserted. The hammering rain sent rivulets down the glass as the shooter finished setting up his Remington R10 sniper rifle.

      From behind the small circular table a metre back from the window, he put a finger to the comms unit in his ear. ‘In position. Alley is clean.’

      Following a wince-inducing squelch, he heard the response over background voices and thumping music.

      ‘Roger that. I have eyes on the target.’

      

      The Warehouse nightclub was packed with the usual fledgling trendsetters gyrating to the deafening doof-doof music, their expressions mostly vacant as if they were in the throes of out-of-body experiences. Above the crowded dance floor a disco ball deflected glittering strobes of coloured light around the room.

      At the bar it was elbow-room only. A tall man seated there, sporting a strawberry-blonde buzz cut and matching goatee, flashed the bartender a toothy grin and lifted his schooner, indicating for a refill. As the barman took the glass from him, the tall man glanced sideways at the table of suit-clad men in the corner. His gaze lingered on the briefcase being cradled by one of the men like a newborn baby hungry for a feed.

      He looked back when the barman plonked the still dripping refill in front of him, took some money from the pile of change he’d stacked there, and hastened to the next thirsty patron. The tall man put the dewy schooner to his lips, only to freeze when the barrel of a weapon dug into his side. His gaze flicked to the mirror behind the bar, where he saw his own reflection and that of the man standing behind him, wearing a suit in the same charcoal-grey as his colleagues in the corner.

      Bending his head, the suit hissed in his ear, ‘Get up, and follow them outside.’

      When the pressure against his ribs increased, the tall man got to his feet and noticed the remaining suits at the table do the same. As the group moved off, the tall man’s captor grabbed him by the arm and propelled him after them. The group made their way through the gyrating bodies, past the queues at the inadequate amenities, making for the service door that led into the back alley.

      

      Seeing light spill into the alleyway, the watching shooter said over the comms, ‘Movement in the alley. Four suits exiting the club, and a limo pulling into the lane.’

      

      ‘That’s far enough.’ The tall man’s collar was reefed backward as he was about to exit the service door. He felt the metal muzzle of the pistol move from his side to his temple as the suit behind him sneered, ‘You pathetic amateur. I spotted you a mile off!’

      Blat, blat!

      The muffled shots from a suppressed nine-millimetre pistol barely registered over the din of the nightclub.

      The tall man felt a waft of empty air behind him, and the thump of a body hitting the wooden floor, as a familiar voice said, ‘Yeah? But you didn’t see me coming, did ya.’ A hand touched him on the arm. ‘You okay, Bugs?’

      Taking a matching pair of silver Desert Eagles from the shoulder holsters beneath his jacket, Barry Pritchard pulled back and released the slides, held the guns across his chest, and turned to grin at Luke Jackson. ‘Good to go, Spook.’

      ‘Hold your positions,’ the shooter barked over the comms. Staring through his rifle’s scope he watched another four suits exit the limo, as the rain subsided. They joined the first four to form a rough semi-circle. The two cradling briefcases stepped forward to meet in the centre.

      In the exit corridor, Spooky bent to tug the throw-away from the calf holster on his right leg. While not overly accurate, the snub-nosed thirty-eight Smith and Wesson revolver was a reliable and compact weapon, a handy close-quarters back-up piece. Beside him, Bugs cracked the exit door open and risked a turkey peek into the alley, as the shooter’s voice came over the comms again.

      ‘I’ve got the three guys near the limo to your right covered. Spook, you secure the two in the middle doing the deal, and Bugs, cover the guys to the left. On my mark.’ There was a pause, and then, ‘Go!’

      Bugs bunched, cranked the handle, and thrust the exit door wide open, springing into the alley guns raised with Spooky right behind him. Covering the three men to his left with one pistol and waving the other between them and the two men in the centre, he yelled, ‘Freeze! Put your hands in the air and don’t try anything stupid.’

      Spooky stepped forward, training the thirty-eight on the three men near the limo and his Glock on the two in the centre. They stood frozen, still holding the open briefcases forward to reveal their contents. One case was packed with one hundred dollar bills, while the other held only a bound document.

      Beside the shooter, the spotter trained the high-powered monocular scope onto the document, to read the red watermark AUTHORISED EYES ONLY splashed across the cover, and the title TARANIS PROJECT, WOOMERA.

      She nodded at the shooter who drawled into the comms, ‘Target item confirmed.’

      Spooky waved his Glock at the two briefcases. ‘Close ’em up lads.’ His tone was deceptively affable. ‘I’ll be taking them off your hands now.’

      No one moved for a moment, and then all heads snapped up at a sudden hiss, followed by a thud. One of the thugs at the limo lurched forward, dropping a pistol to the ground at his feet and clutching at his shoulder, where a dark stain began seeping through his suit coat.

      At the shooter’s droll, ‘Y’might wanna remind them not to try anything stupid again,’ Spooky grinned.

      ‘Did I mention we have you surrounded?’ Securing the thirty-eight revolver in the back waistband of his pants, he stepped forward. ‘The next guy to make a move doesn’t get a second chance, are we clear on that?’ Extending his free hand, he took the two briefcases and backed away, nodding to Bugs who began reversing slowly, guns trained forward.

      Watching the two backing out of the alley, the spotter glimpsed movement and yelled, ‘The limo! Movement in the limo!’ Grabbing his rifle, the shooter darted to the window to get a wider angle, but the door of the limo had already flung open, knocking Spooky off his feet.

      A Caucasian male sprang from the vehicle, his movements lithe as he crouched to scoop up one of the briefcases before racing away. As he rounded the corner he was showered with fragments of brick when the shooter fired a round, shattering the corner of the building.

      When the briefcase-wielding man increased speed and disappeared from view, the shooter swore loudly.

      ‘I got this.’ Jo Modeen thumped Troy Wolverton on the shoulder. ‘Stay here and keep them covered.’ She ran to the door and out into the corridor. Sprinting to the top floor stairwell of the four-storey apartment building, she flew down it taking two and sometimes three steps at a time.

      In the alleyway Spooky shouted into the comms, ‘I’m going after him. Wolf, cover Bugs.’ Sliding the remaining briefcase over the wet asphalt toward Bugs, who stopped it with a foot, he turned and sprinted out of the alley in pursuit.

      Swinging over the handrail when she reached the last four steps, Modeen hit the landing on the run and burst out of the emergency exit door. A vague, ghostly figure in dark camos and a black beanie, she kept to the shadows and headed north-west. At that hour the streets were quiet. The rain had let up leaving a cool, damp stillness in the air.

      ‘Target heading nor-east along Ballow, toward Wickham,’ Spooky called into the comms.

      ‘Heading north-east on Brunswick,’ Modeen called back.

      ‘Just crossed Wickham into Aldin Street, still heading nor-east.’

      ‘Copy that.’ After a quick check of her phone’s GPS, Modeen ducked down a lane just before Alfred Street. ‘Heading north, on intercept.’

      ‘South-west though a basement car park at the end of Aldin.’

      Modeen pulled ‘Walt’, a Walther P10C pistol, from her shoulder holster, as up ahead in the car park she glimpsed a silhouette running toward her, holding a briefcase. The man was looking over his shoulder, searching for a sign of his pursuer, and almost tripped on the uneven ground.

      When he whipped his head around and saw Modeen up ahead, gun levelled at his chest, he jerked and slid to an abrupt stop.

      She fixed him with an unblinking stare. ‘Drop your weapon.’

      The man’s shoulders slumped and he dropped his chin to his chest, the picture of resignation, until his body tensed and his gun hand flew up.

      Blat, blat!

      Spooky appeared at the far end of the carpark, to see the man drop to his knees and face-plant onto the paving as smoke issued from the barrel of the pistol in Modeen’s hand.

      Slowing to a walk he announced jauntily into the comms, ‘We’re going to need a clean-up in aisle three.’

      After bending to tug the briefcase out of the dead man’s hand, Modeen checked the contents and made her way over to Spooky.

      

      In the alley, Bugs had the suit-clad men lined up against the wall. When Modeen and Spooky joined them, Bugs pointed his pistol at the skinny man in the centre of the sour-faced line-up. ‘You, String Bean. Pull out your phone and hold it up.’

      The man frowned at him before cautiously removing his phone from the inner pocket of his suit coat, and holding it forward.

      Bugs rolled his eyes. ‘I said hold it up, as in above your head.’

      Cursing under his breath, the man did as he was told. An instant later the phone was torn from his hand by an unseen projectile, and shattered against the wall behind him.

      Amid the gasps and bellows that followed the shot, Bugs shouted, ‘Just so you mugs know, that came from a high-powered gun that’s gonna stay trained on you for five minutes after we’re gone. So you guys are gonna stay where you are and do nothing. Are we clear?’

      Satisfied with the resentful mutters this received, Bugs, Spooky and Modeen backed out of the alley and headed for the rendezvous point, to meet Wolf fifteen minutes later.
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      ‘Well done team.’ In the briefing room of NatSec’s Brisbane headquarters, the breath-like hum from the ducted air conditioner vent filled the pause as Beta Team leader Ben Logan checked his debriefing notes. ‘Our sting operation has resulted in the safe return of the Taranis Project documents to the British government. It seems MI6 was pleased the specs for the new stealth drone didn’t end up in the wrong hands. They were also impressed with your performance, going so far as to say,’ and his lips twitched, ‘they’re “Jolly grateful” for the assistance we provided.’

      This met with wry grunts and grins around the table.

      ‘And thanks to our intel,’ Ben went on, ‘the Feds have rounded up the rest of the cartel.’ When he swept a glance over his team members, his gaze lingered on Modeen. ‘You okay, JD?’

      Wolf, Spooky, and Bugs joined him in eyeing her.

      Unperturbed by the attention, she continued rubbing the tricep muscle of her left arm and gave another wince. ‘I’m fine. Just … the new tech was a little over-zealous when he injected the tracker. James did a better job last time, and had a more pleasant “bedside” manner. I think the new guy needs more practice on that rubber manikin he’s got in the office.’

      Bugs sat forward. ‘Is that what it’s for? I always wondered—’ He flicked Ben a guilty glance. ‘That is … I thought it was just a target practice dummy.’

      Ben raised a hand. ‘Your comment is noted, JD.’ He arched an eyebrow at her. ‘And I’d suggest you leave the tracker in place this time.’ He grew serious again. ‘If it’s giving you trouble, have the medic check it out after the meeting.’ Closing the folder in front of him, he pushed it aside and took another from the pile on his left. ‘Now, to the next assignment.’

      At those words the other four in the room sat forward.

      Touching his fingertips together in a steeple beneath his chin, Ben stared at the folder before saying brusquely, ‘This assignment will be a little different from the norm. For one thing, we don’t have a specific target, or threat.’

      Seeing Bugs open his mouth, Ben held up a hand again and Bugs sagged back in his chair.

      ‘This is what we do know,’ Ben continued. ‘Last week an LNG tanker was on its way from Curtis Island to Japan when it suffered a catastrophic event and sank in the Philippine Sea north of New Guinea. The CIA has certain interests in this case, and believes the incident was no accident.’

      ‘I take it the tanker exploded?’ At Ben’s nod, Bugs frowned. ‘Why would they assume it wasn’t an accident? Aren’t those tankers basically floating bombs?’

      ‘That’s a widely held misconception, apparently.’ Ben flipped through the open folder and located the relevant page. ‘The reality is that liquefied natural gas has one of the best safety records
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