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        With a salute to characters like Russell Blake’s thrilling Jet, Matthew Reilly’s Scarecrow, and Lee Child’s tough-as-nails Jack Reacher, books four to six in the JO MODEEN series continue the adventures of ex-soldier and now national security agent Josephine Dakota Modeen MG, the kick-ass heroine we’d all like to have on our side.

      

      

      

      
        
        MODEEN CONVERGENCE takes us to Cairns in far north Queensland for a visit by the state premier, a small man who’s made big enemies during his first term in office. Taking the death threats made against him seriously, the Feds call on national security agency NatSec to assist with the protection detail. Agent Jo Modeen considers it a babysitting job, until she finds herself targeted and it becomes clear the stakes are higher than first thought. And after her old unit re-forms, they converge on what becomes a complex mission with dangerous links to the past….

      

        

      
        In MODEEN ROGUE, Modeen struggles to come to terms with the fate of a close teammate critically injured during the team’s most recent mission. Driven to pursue the organisation responsible, she embarks on an unauthorised campaign of retribution, a campaign that is both personal and perilous. She’s going rogue … and going alone.

      

        

      
        In MODEEN REDEMPTION, NatSec team leader Ben Logan is concerned when two of his ex-agents are targeted by a deadly hit squad, but he 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 the DOD’s latest and most advanced weapon.

        A weapon that could alter the course of modern warfare.

        A weapon that must be kept secure at all costs….
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        A long time fan of Lee Child’s Jack Reacher novels and Matthew Reilly’s fast-paced stories, Queensland author Frank H Jordan has penned his own high-action thriller series, inspired by the brave men and women of the Australian Defence Force.

      

      

      
        
        Enter, ex-Special Forces soldier Jo Modeen.
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      ASIO agent John Dylan pulled into the Rous Head carpark at Port Fremantle in Western Australia. Under the cloudless sky of a perfect summer morning passengers bustled about, dropping off luggage and jostling for positions on the jetty.

      From the rear of the carpark, Dylan sank low in the seat of his government-issue sedan and eyed his target through binoculars while pressing his mobile against the side of his face. Lowering the binoculars, he ran a hand over his receding hairline.

      Hurry up and wait … that’s what this job’s all about.

      He heaved a sigh as his call was answered. Putting the binoculars to his eyes again he barked, ‘Dylan, reporting in. Washington has purchased a ticket and appears to be taking the nine-thirty ferry to Rotto.’

      After listening for a few moments, he clicked off the phone and slipped it back into his shirt pocket. Donning dark sunglasses and pulling a cap down over his eyes, he got out of the car to stroll nonchalantly across the carpark to the ticket counter, where he joined the queue. When it was his turn to be served, he tipped his cap at the large woman seated behind the counter. ‘Ticket for the next ferry, thanks love. Oh, and a copy of today’s paper.’

      The woman took a hasty sip from her paper cup. Wishing the customers would stop coming so she could take a proper break, she pulled a face at the coffee’s luke-warm temperature and eyed the tall, solidly-built man smiling across the counter at her.

      Dressed in blue denim jeans and floral Hawaiian shirt, he looked like every other ferry traveller. But when she glanced down to check for carry-on luggage, his black business shoes caught her eye. Most people taking the ferry wore holiday-type footwear – sandals, thongs or even bare feet. With a mental shrug and thinking each to his own, she put down her cup, took his proffered money and handed him a ticket and the newspaper.

      Nodding his thanks, he moved to the far end of the boarding area and took a seat away from the other waiting passengers. Shaking open the newspaper, he lifted his gaze to just above the pages and scanned for his target, locating the fit-looking, twenty-something African-American loitering by the jetty fence. As he watched, the man ran a large hand over his military-styled buzz cut before bending to lean both arms on the top railing and stare out to sea.

      When the boarding call squawked from the speakers mounted around the waiting area, Dylan lowered the newspaper and watched his target join the queue preparing to board the scrubbed and gleaming Egret Express bobbing gently beside the jetty. As he rose to join the queue himself, Dylan heard his target exchanging pleasantries with the crew like he was a regular commuter to the island.

      ‘Hey Eli, you’re in for a treat this morning,’ one of the crew members called from where he was busy loading luggage in the hold. ‘There’s a Yankee aircraft carrier moored just outside the heads.’

      ‘I know,’ Washington called back in a noticeably American accent. ‘She’s the Carl Vinson, a Nimitz-class aircraft carrier.’

      ‘Oh yeah?’

      ‘Yeah, she arrived last night after six months in the Arabian Gulf. Will be heading back to San Diego next week.’

      ‘You sure know your shit, man.’ The crew member threw him a grin before hurrying astern in response to the captain’s insistent gesturing.

      From where he stood back in the queue, John Dylan watched his target wave a nonchalant hand at the crew member before making his way up the inner stairs. The man moved with ease, the long limbs of his dark-skinned body working smoothly together like a well-oiled, muscular machine. Taking his usual seat on the top deck, he leaned back in the chair, kicked off his thongs, and rested his feet on the deck railing.

      

      The Egret Express gave the Carl Vinson a wide berth as they passed, while passengers on both decks of the ferry craned their necks to get a better view of the aircraft carrier. From his perch on the top deck, Eli Washington slouched in his seat, shaded his eyes and squinted at the carrier until it was left behind in the ferry’s frothy wake. Powering through the channel at twenty-eight knots, the Egret Express arrived at the island half an hour later, where it docked smoothly at its usual mooring in Thomson Bay.

      Amid the rush of crew members tying up the ferry and preparing to unload holiday makers, luggage, bicycles and provisions onto the small jetty, Washington made his way down the stairs and off the ramp. He strolled down the jetty, whistling, and took the first road to the left, taking care to dodge a family of tourists wobbling down the road on hired pushbikes. Feeling his phone vibrate with an incoming call, he took it from the side pocket of his cargo pants, tapped on the screen and put it to his ear.

      ‘You’re being followed,’ a female voice purred.

      Washington’s broad lips tipped into a smug grin. His pace didn’t slow as he drawled, ‘Tall guy, red Hawaiian shirt, cap and dark sunnies?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Should I take him on a tour?’

      ‘No, lead him back to base.’ The voice paused. ‘Looks like our cover’s blown. Time to move camp again.’

      ‘Damn! I liked it here.’ Washington scowled. ‘He’s gonna pay for makin’ me leave.’ Tapping his phone to end the call, he took up whistling again as the road led him southward. At the Kingstown Barracks turn-off, he left the bitumen and made his way to the front of the compound.

      The austere red-brick barracks complex, built in the 1930s to accommodate the thousands of troops stationed on the island in WW2, was dominated by a clock tower that overlooked the parade ground. A salvaged six inch BL Mk XI gun barrel from Bickley Battery had been mounted in pride of place at the entrance to the ground. Adjacent to the barracks, a cluster of buildings that had housed the officers’ mess, canteen, married quarters, and offices of the Royal Australian Artillery and Royal Australian Engineers, sat empty and silent.

      After the army handed the site over to the state government in the 1980s, the barracks had been partly refurbished for use as holiday accommodation. But when the restoration work ground to a halt after funding ran out, the accommodation option was reduced to special occasion bookings only. Being situated away from the main shopping and entertainment precinct meant visits to Kingstown were limited to the occasional camera-toting, cycling tourist. But as the sun’s heat intensified during the day even the most avid tourist sought cooler activities, leaving the site eerily deserted by all but the ghosts of the past.

      Stopping on the side of the road a hundred metres back from the barracks, John Dylan pulled out his phone and was about to put it to his ear when a female voice hissed, ‘I’ll take that.’

      He felt a sharp poke in the back and froze. Turning his head slowly to look over his shoulder, he saw a shapely olive-skinned woman standing behind him.

      ‘Hand it over.’ She prodded him again, between the shoulder blades this time so he could see the nine millimetre jet black Glock she was holding. Her grasp on the gun was easy, familiar. Here was someone well acquainted with its use.

      He passed his phone to her without speaking and raised his hands in surrender.

      Knocking his arms back down, she hissed, ‘Keep ’em down, and don’t attract any attention or it’ll be the last thing you do.’ With a quick scan to left and right, and finding the road behind and ahead of them clear of all but a few mildly inquisitive quokkas, she dropped his phone to the bitumen and stomped it with the heel of her boot. ‘Now start walking.’

      Seeing Dylan wince at the sound of shattering and then glance down at the innards of his mobile – his only means of communication – lying crushed on the bitumen like mechanical viscera, she smirked and gave him another sharp prod with the pistol. ‘Move.’

      

      Washington strode through the main hall behind the clock tower, his footsteps echoing on the wooden floor boards. Polished to a dull shine by the purposeful tread of numerous army boots over the years – marching, snapping to attention, occasionally dancing – the boards were now covered in a gritty layer of sand and dust. As he made his way through the spacious room, the old air stirred and the faded Army curtains still hanging in the windows twitched, only to fall back into morose stillness when he exited to the barracks’ rear wing.

      On reaching the six foot high security fence, erected during the restoration work to restrict access by the public, he met the woman by the chained and padlocked side security gate. She stood with one hand on Dylan’s arm and the other pressing the muzzle of the Glock against his neck. Throwing the woman a half-smart smirk, Washington pushed the gates apart and squeezed through the gap allowed by the slack in the chain.

      The woman rolled her eyes at him while shoving Dylan forward. They followed Washington through a set of solid double doors and into the empty structure. Its interior had been gutted. New plasterboard covered most of the walls, but the ceiling joists lay bare. Their footsteps echoed hollowly on the Jarrah floor as they passed empty rooms before stopping at a small storage alcove at the end of the corridor.

      Going to the back wall, Washington lifted the lump of two-by-four hardwood resting there and used it to tap three times on the floor. The sound of timber against timber still reverberated in the room when a metallic clunk came in reply.

      Kneeling, Washington pulled open a trap door and gestured with his hand while giving their prisoner a smarmy smile. ‘Down you go.’

      Dylan hesitated and glanced sideways at his female captor. This earned him another sharp prod, this time in the back of the neck, and a snarled, ‘Move.’

      He stumbled forward and then gathered himself to descend a set of concrete steps. These led to a subterranean bunker that spanned the full length of the building. A solitary table and chair sat in the middle of the room, illuminated by a single light bulb suspended directly above. The rest of the cavern was shrouded in darkness, the only sound the rasp of human breathing.

      ‘SIT DOWN.’ The man’s command rumbled from the inky blackness of the far corner.

      The woman pushed Dylan into the chair, as she and Washington took positions on either side of him. Taking a plastic wire tie from the table, Washington reefed Dylan’s wrists behind his back and bound them.

      ‘Who are you, and why are you following us?’ The man’s voice once more echoed out of the darkness.

      ‘My name’s John Dylan. I’m a field officer with the Australian Security Intelligence Organisation. I had orders to check out a lead.’

      ‘What lead?’

      ‘Look, I’m unarmed, and as far as I know you guys aren’t wanted for anything. I’m a federal officer, but if you let me go I won’t press charges.’

      Pulling a ten inch bowie knife from a scabbard hanging on the wall behind them, Washington leaned in to press the blade against Dylan’s throat.

      ‘What do you know about us?’ the voice snarled.

      ‘I have no idea who this woman is,’ Dylan replied, lifting his chin to the right and then sucking in a breath and stiffening when the knife blade tightened against his neck. ‘But old mate on my left here goes by the name Eli Washington. And I’m guessing you’re Kyle Davidson … although they aren’t your real names, are they?’

      ‘What are our real names?’ The voice resonated with quiet menace.

      ‘I don’t know, and right now, I don’t care.’ Feeling added pressure against his throat and the sting of the blade as it broke through the first layer of skin, Dylan grimaced and said in a strangled voice, ‘A-All I know is that you’re s-supposed to be dead.’

      At that, the man emerged from the dark corner and walked toward the chair, where he stood staring down into Dylan’s face, his expression tight. ‘Let’s keep it that way.’

      Dylan blinked back at him, eyes widening as he was struck with a bleak realisation and a sudden onset of gut-wrenching fear. A thin trail of blood oozed from beneath the blade’s edge at his throat, and mounting terror emanated from his every pore.

      The man staring down at him gave a derisive sniff, and then turned to nod curtly at Washington before once more melting into the darkness.
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      Luke Jackson dropped the dumbbell and picked up his NatSec phone. Placing it to his ear, he puffed, ‘Williams.’

      ‘It’s Ben, Spook.’

      ‘Hey Ben.’

      ‘I need you to follow up on an ASIO agent who went missing twenty-four hours ago. I’ve cleared it with your team leader. You’re to be at Garden Island naval base by twenty-one hundred.’

      ‘I’ll be there. So what’s the go?’

      ‘The agent’s name is John Dylan and his last known position puts him just outside of Kingstown Barracks on Rottnest Island. I’ve organised a patrol boat, the HMAS Albany, to take you to the island, and four clearance divers to assist you. They’re members of a tactical assault team that operates out of the naval base. I’ll send you the details and a schematic of the barracks.’ Ben paused. ‘Dylan was following up a lead on two missing persons and could’ve met with foul play. So watch your six.’

      ‘Always do.’ The call ended and Spooky checked the time on his phone.

      Nineteen ten.

      From his apartment in Fremantle it would take roughly an hour to get to Garden Island naval base. Putting away his gym gear, he nipped into the bathroom for a quick shower and then packed his duffel and made his way to the basement. Unlocking the boot of his black Toyota Aurion, he lifted the floor cover and transferred a Glock17, MP5SD6 assault rifle, and ammo into his bag. Throwing the duffel onto the back seat, he jumped behind the wheel and set off southward on Marine Terrace.

      His phone chimed with an incoming message and he glanced at the screen.

      Event 0739 – 4 attachments.

      Focusing his attention on the road ahead, he left the highway and made his way through Rockingham and on to Point Peron. A dual lane bridge spanned the five kilometres connecting the Royal Australian Naval Base to the mainland. Turning right onto the Garden Island causeway he was stopped at the main checkpoint. It was brightly illuminated and stood out like a beacon in the gathering darkness.

      The guard eyed Spooky’s NatSec ID which displayed his operational alias, and then leaned down to peer into his face before announcing, ‘They’re expecting you, Mr Williams.’ He pointed down the road. ‘Keep to the causeway. About six clicks down, turn right at the first barracks you come to.’ He straightened. ‘Welcome to the HMAS Stirling naval base. Have a good night, sir.’

      ‘Thanks.’ Giving the guard a lazy salute, Spooky eased the car away and cruised down the causeway, which ran straight as a die for three kilometres before veering slightly left. The road was flanked on both sides by the Indian Ocean, and Spooky found the moon’s light reflecting off the rippling water mesmerising. He was abruptly snapped out of the trance when the car bumped as the  bitumen spilled out onto the island.

      Thinking, not a bad night for a cruise, he turned right at the first barracks. The car’s headlights illuminated a Hawkei 4WD vehicle parked beside the barracks, with four naval seaman dressed in camouflage gear leaning against it. When Spooky pulled up beside the vehicle, one of the seamen waved him over.

      ‘Jump in, mate.’

      Glimpsing an emblem on the man’s right shoulder, a crown on top of a diving helmet with a bold capital C beneath it, Spooky recognised it as a Senior Clearance Diver’s badge. He grinned. ‘We’re not going to be doing much diving, you realise?’ Getting out of the Aurion, he reached into the back seat and hauled out his duffel, slinging it over a compact but muscular shoulder.

      ‘Huh,’ the Lieutenant grunted. ‘We don’t just dive.’ At Spooky’s amused snort, he went on. ‘I’m Anton Hessler, and this is my team; Chief Petty Officers Mansel Cummings, Ralph Dargaville, and Leading Seaman Mike Ellis.’

      Spooky studied Anton’s face while shaking his hand. ‘We’ve met before … Afghanistan wasn’t it?’

      It was Anton’s turn to peer at the newcomer, and after a second his frown turned into a grin. ‘That’s right, at the Multi-National Base at Tarin Kowt, in Urozgan. You were in Ben Logan’s unit if I remember rightly, and were just bugging out as I arrived.’

      Spooky nodded. ‘Right,’ and clapped his hands together. ‘Okay, let’s get this show on the road.’ He threw his duffel into the back of the Hawkei and all five climbed aboard.

      Anton drove around the barracks and pulled up at pier one, alongside the fifty-seven metre long HMAS Albany, an Armidale class patrol boat. Standing at anchor on its port side, the hundred and eighteen metre HMAS Toowoomba frigate dwarfed the patrol boat. On the Hawkei’s arrival, the Albany’s twin V-sixteen diesel motors fired up, and as soon as the five were on board it motored out of Careening Bay.

      Anton gathered them in a small briefing room in the forward hull, and spread a map of Rottnest Island on the meeting table. The other four team members moved in close as he tapped a finger on the map.

      ‘The Albany will drop us off here, on the lea side of Twin Rocks, approximately two hundred and fifty metres from the island. We’ll take a Zodiac and beach here,’ and he tapped another spot on the map, ‘at Bickley Bay.’ He looked up at Spooky. ‘Of course you’ll be in charge of operations, Mr Williams. I believe our target is Kingstown Barracks?’

      ‘Correct.’ Spooky glanced up at the fifty-two inch monitor attached to the wall of the bulkhead and took a moment to sync his phone to it via Bluetooth. Bringing up the picture Ben had sent him of John Dylan, he went on. ‘We’re looking for this missing ASIO agent. He’s been out of communication for the last twenty-four hours, and his last known location was just outside the barracks.’

      He tapped on his phone and a schematic of the barracks appeared on the screen. ‘We need to sweep the complex and surrounding area, under cover. As you know, this is a holiday destination and we’re likely to encounter some wayward civilians even at this hour of the night. So stealth at all times, people.’ He pointed to a spot on the map just above the barracks. ‘Cummings, I want you to cover the north. Dargaville east, and Ellis the west side of the barracks. When you’re in position, Anton and I will move in from the south. The separate wing at the rear of the main building is under repairs and has been fenced off from the public.’

      He turned back to the monitor and zoomed in on the rear barracks. ‘Our schematic shows a bunker running under the entire length of this wing. If our man’s being held captive, this would be a likely spot for them to stash him.’

      Cummings spoke up. ‘Captive by whom?’

      Spooky glanced at him. ‘Unknown. He was following up a lead on two missing persons and could’ve met with foul play, so we may encounter hostiles.’ He swept a glance over the group. ‘Any other questions?’ When they shook their heads, he straightened. ‘OK, let’s suit-up.’ Unzipping his duffel he pulled out the MP5, removed the magazine, checked the breech and placed the rifle on top of the table.

      ‘You heard the man,’ Anton barked. ‘Let’s move.’
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      The HMAS Albany’s radar, GPS and other instrumentation cast an eerie green glow around the bridge and over the captain, standing silently at the controls. As he throttled back on the approach to Twin Rocks, the rumble of the motors dwindled to a low hum.

      At the rear of the boat Spooky and the assault team climbed into the Zodiac, a seven metre, rigid-hulled inflatable, cradled on the starboard deck. Anton distributed comms units and then nodded to the crewman at the davit controls. As the Albany slowed to a stop the Zodiac was lifted off the deck and lowered smoothly into the water.

      In position at the centre console, Anton fired up the three hundred horsepower Yanmar diesel engine and eased the Zodiac’s controls forward. The craft responded instantly, lifting its bow as a rooster-tail of white water gushed from its rear jet. Assisted by the on-board DGPS and radar, Anton snaked the inflatable around Twin Rocks, skilfully navigating between an expanse of limestone reef and into Bickley Bay.

      The crew fitted their night vision goggles and braced themselves as the boat surged up onto the sand. Anton cut the motor and hastened to secure the anchor, while Spooky led the rest of the team up the beach and into the thick heath bushes of the sand dunes.

      Keeping low, they followed a narrow sandy trail to the top of a ridge overlooking Kingstown Barracks, where a solitary floodlight cast a faint glow across the parade ground in front of the main building. There was no sign of movement anywhere, the place appeared deserted. Spooky pointed a finger at Ellis and indicated the western side of the boundary, then waved Dargaville and Cummings to the east. Without a sound they peeled off and circled round to take up position.

      Anton met Spooky at the top of the ridge and checked his watch.

      Twenty-two thirty.

      The team sounded off over the comms, their voices harsh whispers.

      ‘Cummings in position.’

      ‘Dargaville in position.’

      ‘Ellis ready.’

      Slinging their rifles across their backs, Spooky and Anton crawled on their stomachs and then slid down the sandy trail toward the rear of the barracks. When they reached the security fence, Spooky took a quick scan of the metal mesh and then pulled a small pair of bolt cutters from out of his vest. He wasted no time cutting a single strand and unravelling it from the mesh to make a large enough hole for them to slip through.

      Clearing the fence, they braced their backs against the side of the building and took a moment to check for noise or movement.

      Nothing.

      Spooky bent low and led the way to the front of the main wing, followed closely by Anton. When they reached the entrance he raised a halting hand and then inched forward to test the solid double doors. Feeling movement at his tentative tug, he paused, realising they were unlocked.

      Carefully opening one side of the door a crack, he leaned back holding his arm at full stretch. Half expecting a booby-trap, he used the barrel of his rifle to thrust the door open. It gave a silence-shattering creak as it swung on its hinges and he froze, holding his breath. But there was no explosion, no responding sound at all, and no sign of movement anywhere. Inside the building the silence was thick, almost palpable, and the air held an ominous stench, one he had smelled too often before.

      Anton moved up to cover him as he hastened through the doorway, and then followed him inside. Through their night vision goggles the new plasterboard walls were a bright green haze, in contrast to the galvanised sheets and exposed joists of the inner roof. The two men moved silently in unison as they passed empty rooms down each side of the hallway, and came to a stop at a small storage alcove.

      Pointing the muzzle of his rifle at a trap door latch, Anton made to move toward it when Spooky pulled him back. Holding up a hand and giving a vigorous shake of his head, Spooky disappeared down the hallway to return seconds later carrying a ball of carpenter’s string wrapped around a piece of scrap wood. After unwinding a good five metres from it, he tied the end of the string to the trap door latch and then threw the remaining roll over one of the ceiling joists. Bending to collect it again, he indicated to Anton to follow him and made his way to the far side of the alcove, where they both hunkered down behind a storage partition.

      Pulling the string, Spooky took up the slack and the trap door slowly began to lift.

      It wasn’t until the door was half open that it exploded off its hinges, shattering the silence. The men ducked as splintered wood ricocheted around them and a plume of dust engulfed the alcove.

      ‘Lieutenant?’ The anxious voices of Dargaville, Ellis and Cummings broke comms silence.

      Anton couldn’t speak at first over the dust in his throat.

      ‘Lieutenant?’ Dargaville’s voice was more urgent.

      Anton coughed, spat and barked hoarsely, ‘Hold your positions.’

      Spooky waited for the dust to settle before creeping forward to the trap door opening where he lay flat on his stomach. Keeping a firm grip on his night vision goggles, he hung his head over the edge and peered into the void.

      Rising to his feet, he waved Anton over, before climbing down the cement stairs into the bunker. After first checking they were still alone, Anton followed Spooky down and found him standing over a man’s body seated at a table in the centre of the room. The man’s hands were bound behind his back and he’d slumped forward onto the table. His face rested in a pool of congealed blood – his own, judging by his wounds – which had also soaked into his collar and stained the front of his Hawaiian shirt.

      Anton stared down at the bloodied corpse and frowned. ‘The agent?’

      Spooky nodded and put a hand on the dead man’s back. ‘Rigor mortis has well and truly set in.’ Grimacing, he withdrew his hand. ‘Judging by that and the smell, my guess is he’s been dead for well over twelve hours.’

      ‘Do we take him back to the Zodiac? We’ve got a body bag on board.’

      ‘No.’ Spooky stepped away from the table and turned to Anton. ‘Ben’ll want to send in a forensic team. I’ll call it in, and meet you back at the Zodiac.’ As he spoke, he pulled his mobile from the side pocket of his black cargo pants.

      Nodding, Anton pressed a finger to his comms piece. ‘Rendezvous back at the Zodiac. Whatever went down here, we’ve missed it.’ He turned and disappeared up the stairs.

      Spooky tapped a number on the screen and put the mobile to his ear.

      After the first ring, he heard Ben bark, ‘Report.’

      ‘We found Dylan. He was still in the bunker, bound and with his throat slit.’ Spooky waited, but the only sound from the other end of the line was a heavy sigh. He imagined Ben shaking his bent head. ‘There’re no visible signs of bruising,’ he went on, ‘or any indication he’d been tortured in any way.’

      ‘How long has he been dead?’ Ben’s voice was flat, unemotional.

      ‘Twelve hours at least, and the bunker’s been stripped clean.’ Spooky paused. ‘Poor bastard was unarmed … didn’t stand a chance. When is ASIO going to allow their agents to carry weapons?’

      ‘May not have made any difference,’ Ben said solemnly. ‘This was only supposed to be a  surveillance mission. He shouldn’t have made contact under any circumstances.’ He sighed again. ‘I’ve got a clean-up team and chopper on stand-by. They’ll be there within the hour.’

      ‘Right. Well, there’s nothing more I can do here. The perps are long gone now, I’d reckon. But I’ll check for tracks outside the barracks before I bug out with the tactical team.’

      ‘I want you back on the island in the morning. I’ve been in contact with Dylan’s operations manager and he confirmed the ID of one of the suspects. I’ll send you some photos to flash around. See if you can get a positive ID on his accomplice, and dig up any info you can get on them.’

      ‘Roger.’ Spooky tapped End Call and made his way back up the bunker’s concrete steps.

      

      The tactical team was huddled around the front of the Zodiac peering into the sand dunes when, from out of the gloom, Spooky sidled up behind them.

      Sensing a presence at his side, Anton gasped and whirled around. ‘What the— Where did you come from?’

      Spooky grinned and then sobered. ‘I followed their tracks across to Thomson Bay on the eastern side of the island. It looks like they left by boat.’

      Anton frowned. ‘You tracked them in the dark?’

      ‘It’s not that difficult in the sand dunes. Judging by the tracks there were three insurgents, two of fairly heavy build and one smaller or lighter weight.’

      With a bemused shake of his head, Anton turned to put both hands on the front of the Zodiac. ‘Let’s get back to the Albany.’

      The others joined him in pushing the boat off the beach and into the dark, still water of Bickley Bay. Once back on board, they removed their night vision goggles as Anton took up the controls at the centre console.

      He turned to Spooky. ‘By the way, how’d you know that trap door was wired?’

      Throwing him a grin, Spooky said, ‘Let’s just say Modeen’s radar has rubbed off on me.’

      Anton gave a puzzled frown. ‘Modeen’s radar?’

      Spooky patted him on the back. ‘Another story for another time, my friend.’
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      Josephine Modeen sat on the edge of her bed, head bent, intent on her task. She’d thrown a thick cotton blanket over her pretty doona to protect it while she field-stripped her Walther PPQ nine millimetre pistol. From the chamber end, she inserted a brush into the bore of the barrel and pushed it through until the bristles exited at the breech.

      The shrill chime of the doorbell disturbed the industrious quiet and broke her concentration. She glanced at the digital clock on the dresser. It read 15:00 on the screen.

      Damn! Aunty Hann’s early.

      Swiftly re-assembling the weapon, she returned it to its custom aluminium carrying case. It sat snuggly in a cut-away, just below the barrel and detached trigger assembly of a Vanquish sniper rifle. Snapping the lid closed, she spun the lock tumblers and placed the case in a corner of the bedroom. Plucking the blanket from off the bed, she dropped it over the case as she made her way out of the room. Hurrying to the front door, she checked the peep hole out of habit before unlocking and opening the door.

      ‘Hello love.’ Hannah Bourne stood outside the entrance with a small suitcase in each hand, appearing a little flustered. She gave a wry smile. ‘It took a few tries but I managed to punch in the building key code you sent me.’ Dropping the cases by her sides, she stepped forward to give Modeen a warm hug. ‘You’re looking lovely, dear.’ Holding her niece at arms length she gave her firm biceps a squeeze. ‘Still working out, I see.’

      Modeen beamed at her. ‘Hey Aunty Hann, it’s lovely to see you,’ adding with a fond shake of her head, ‘come on in.’ She bent to collect the cases as her aunt bustled into the apartment.

      ‘Thanks for letting me stay on such short notice. This seminar must be going to be huge, it seems every accommodation place within cooee is sold out.’

      Modeen grinned to herself, thinking that was probably more to do with the Pink concert happening the same weekend.

      Glancing around at the stylish penthouse, Hannah gave an appreciative nod at the neat minimalism, with occasional touches of feminine personality. Then her eyes fell on a stack of rifle range targets lying on the counter, all with bullet holes tightly clustered around the centres. She paused to throw Modeen a significant glance. ‘I know you can’t talk about what you do in the armed forces, but you’re keeping yourself safe, aren’t you? Not taking too many risks?’

      ‘Don’t worry, not only am I careful, but my team mates won’t let anything bad happen to me.’ When Troy Wolverton’s face sprang to mind, Modeen turned away in case her expression revealed more than she wanted her keen-eyed aunt to see. Gathering up the targets, she bundled them into the bin. ‘And it’s no trouble having you here, Aunty Hann. Although I wasn’t expecting you ’til a bit later.’ She turned back with a smile. ‘Like I said, I’ll be away for a few days anyway so you’ll have the place to yourself. And it’s an easy walk from here to your seminar at the convention centre.’

      ‘Excellent.’ Hannah pondered her for a moment before speaking again. ‘And good to know you’re looking after yourself.’ Brightening, she gushed, ‘It’s not every day I get a chance to stay in a penthouse on the Gold Coast!’ She swept another glance around the apartment, noting the absence of masculine presence. ‘Still live here by yourself, love?’

      ‘Yep.’

      Hannah shook her head. ‘A gorgeous girl like you … it always surprises me that you haven’t been snapped up, pronto.’

      Modeen kept her expression neutral. ‘Plenty of time for that, Aunty Hann. Now, let’s get you settled.’ Smiling fondly at her aunt, she led the way down the hall to the spacious guest room.

      Hannah followed her into the room eyeing the gleaming off-white floor tiles, crisp blue and white coverlet on the queen-sized bed, and the floor-to-ceiling windows. Their white plantation shutters were open, revealing views over Surfers Paradise’s main beach and the Pacific Ocean.

      Going to stand by the windows, she breathed, ‘Ooh, very nice, dear. I can see why you let your parents convince you to stay here.’

      Modeen raised a rueful eyebrow. ‘I didn’t have much choice in the matter, they made me owner on the title … but it is a nice place to live, and I’m glad you like it.’

      ‘I do, very much.’ Hannah turned with a grin. ‘Although it’s a shame such a nice place came with a broken kettle.’ She threw her niece a wink.

      Modeen laughed. ‘It was working fine this morning, and I’ll make sure it still is while you get settled.’ Leaving her aunt to unpack, she made her way into the kitchen. Filling the kettle, she set it to boil while taking out two fine china cups from the deep crockery drawer and setting them on the gold-flecked white granite bench top.

      ‘White tea with one, Aunty Hann?’ she called.

      ‘Thanks love,’ came the response from down the hall. ‘Be there in a sec.’

      Modeen had just finished adding milk to their drinks when Hannah joined her.

      ‘Woooh,’ she breathed, ‘even the kitchen has ocean views.’

      Modeen smiled and handed her a cup. ‘C’mon, let’s have these out on the balcony. That’s where the best views are.’

      After pointing out some of the more obvious Gold Coast landmarks from the penthouse’s wrap-around balcony, Modeen motioned for them to take a seat on the outdoor lounge.

      With a satisfied, ‘Ahh,’ Hannah sank into a thickly padded chair and sipped her tea. ‘Nice, love. Now, what time are you leaving?’

      ‘The plane leaves at eighteen forty-five and arrives in Cairns at twenty-one fifteen. I haven’t booked a return flight yet, but at this stage it’s likely I’ll be there until the end of the week.’

      Hannah’s brow furrowed. ‘Hang on … eighteen forty-five?’

      ‘Sorry Aunty Hann, old habits. You just need to subtract twelve.’ When her aunt merely looked at her blankly, she clarified, ‘That makes it six forty-five. Pm.’

      ‘Six forty-five pm.’ Hannah nodded and gave her niece an angelic smile. ‘There now, was that so hard?’
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      Modeen stowed her custom aluminium case in the overhead locker and took her aisle seat. Set up to carry the maximum number of passengers in what was considered to be reasonable comfort, the Airbus A320 offered limited leg room, especially for passengers of above average height. After folding her five foot eleven frame into the cramped space and buckling herself into the seat, Modeen took solace from knowing the flight to Cairns would only take a little over two hours.

      From across the aisle a few rows back, a pair of dark eyes roved over her, taking in her short platinum-blonde hair, the smooth, clear skin of her cheek and neck, white designer T-shirt over a firm but undeniably female chest, and snug-fitting cream cargo pants. He licked his lips.

      That’s one attractive woman.

      He saw more of her face when she glanced up at the flight attendant doing the pre-flight safety presentation. But on glimpsing the small, barely visible blemish on her cheek, the licentious glint in his eyes vanished, replaced by a frown.

      Attractive alright, but also somehow familiar….

      Taking care to look the other way, he pulled out his mobile phone and hastily flicked through the photographs folder. His searching finger stopped abruptly at a picture of five soldiers. Dressed in camouflage fatigues, they stood at ease, smiling at the camera, combat helmets and weapons held loosely by their sides.

      Pinching his fingers together on the screen, he flicked them apart to zoom into the middle member of the group. A tall, shapely blonde with a fresh scar on her cheek filled the screen. Glancing across the aisle at Modeen again, he gave a satisfied grunt.

      ‘Is your mobile in flight mode, sir?’ A passing eagle-eyed attendant pointed to his phone. ‘We’re about to take off.’

      Smiling up at her, he made a show of doing as she asked before slipping his phone into a pocket, putting his head back and closing his eyes.

      Across the aisle, Modeen shifted uneasily in her seat. Recognising the prickle on the back of her neck as her radar kicking in, she peered up and down the aisle. When her glance fell on a dark-skinned man sitting a few rows behind with his eyes closed, she took in his muscular frame in black cargo pants and khaki shirt and thought, ex-military. After considering him for a long moment, she settled back in her seat. Picking up her phone, which was already in flight mode, she flicked through the recent text messages. Finding the latest one from Ben, she recalled his words on assigning her the mission.

      ‘JD, I need you in Cairns to assist the Federal Police during the forthcoming premier’s visit. It appears Nigel Inslay Olman has ruffled a lot of feathers.’

      ‘He certainly has.’ Modeen had given a snort. ‘Giving rise to the nickname Nigel No-Friends.’

      She’d heard the faint amusement in Ben’s voice as he continued with the briefing. ‘He’s made a lot of enemies since coming into office. Among other things, he put families on the bread line by ordering the sacking of thousands of public servants. Add to that his strong-arm tactics against criminal bikie gangs and the act he established which basically outlaws all gangs – the bad and the good – in Queensland, and you’ve got a volatile mix. So be careful, JD, I wouldn’t be surprised if there’s a contract or two out on him. Unless they’ve hired a professional, I reckon every gang member from the Rebels, Hells Angels, Coffin Cheaters – you name it – will be out for blood. I wouldn’t put it past a few disgruntled public servants to take a shot at him either.’

      

      Two hours later the Airbus slowly broke through the clouds.

      ‘This is First Officer Shaw speaking. We’re beginning our descent into Cairns, where the temperature is a steamy thirty-two degrees with humidity at eighty-two percent. We’ll be touching down on schedule at twenty-one fifteen. On behalf of Captain Young and the crew, we’d like to thank you for flying with us today.’

      After the plane trundled to its assigned gate and its jet engines whined to a halt, Modeen waited until the seatbelt sign was switched off before rising to her feet. Taking a moment to stretch her cramped body, she opened the overhead locker and removed her case before waiting patiently in line to disembark. Once inside the terminal building, she headed to the luggage carousel and retrieved her khaki duffel.

      Making her way into the darkness outside, she felt the tropical humidity enfold her like a warm blanket as she joined the long queue at the taxi rank. A few metres behind, a tall African American male sauntered from the terminal, a duffel slung over one shoulder and a phone pressed to his ear. Stopping outside the entrance, he took his bearings and spotted Modeen standing in the taxi queue.

      Glancing toward the passenger pick-up zone, he saw a black Chrysler sedan flash its lights and then slink forward in the queue of cars. Setting off with a long-legged stride, he made his way to the vehicle. Opening the back door, he heaved his duffel onto the seat and then climbed in next to the driver.

      Barely glancing at the man, he barked, ‘Wait here. I want you to follow a taxi.’

      The driver gave a curt shake of his head. ‘No can do, Eli. The “Parking Nazis”…,’ and he tilted his head toward an official-looking man in a high viz vest already heading their way, ‘… won’t allow us to hang around.’

      With a grunt of frustration, Eli waved the driver onward. ‘Fine. We’ll wait down the road.’

      

      ‘The Rydges Hotel in Grafton Street, thanks.’ Modeen loaded her duffel and case onto the taxi’s back seat and, eyeing the driver, slipped into the passenger seat next to him. The dark-skinned man merely nodded at her, his curly black beard bobbing with his turbaned head while he focused on punching the destination into his GPS.

      Modeen raised an eyebrow at him. ‘New to Cairns?’

      Muttering, ‘Dis my second day,’ in a thick middle-eastern accent, the man continued stabbing his finger on the apparently uncooperative GPS.

      Modeen sighed and buckled her seatbelt. ‘Don’t bother with that, I know the way.’

      Flicking her a glance, the driver gave up and put both hands on the wheel. Hastily checking the rear view mirror, he pulled into the long line of vehicles leaving the airport. After negotiating a couple of roundabouts, he settled into the drive to the city on Airport Avenue. When they passed the wetlands viewing platform on the left, a black sedan turned on its lights and pulled out from where it had been parked. It proceeded to follow the taxi at a discreet distance as it turned down Lake Street and into the heavier city traffic.

      While Modeen paid the taxi driver, the black Chrysler cruised slowly past, only to pull to the kerb a short distance on. In the front seat, Eli Washington watched Modeen make her way into the hotel’s reception area. He waited fifteen minutes and then got out of the car and sauntered to the hotel. Fronting up to the reception counter, he bestowed a wide smile on the young receptionist.

      ‘Jo Modeen’s expecting me, but she forgot to give me her room number. I wonder … would you mind helping me out?’

      The receptionist gazed up at him and then smiled shyly back. When he leaned closer and winked at her, she gave a coquettish titter and tapped the keyboard in front of her. ‘What name was it again?’

      Pronouncing the name slowly, ‘Jo Moh-Deen,’ Washington craned his neck until he could see the computer screen. ‘Spelt M O D E E N.’

      The receptionist murmured, ‘I don’t see….’

      But Washington had.

      The last entry on the register showed Josephine Bennett, Room 805.

      ‘I’m sorry, sir, we don’t have anyone here by that name.’ The receptionist looked up at him and fluttered her eyelashes. ‘Perhaps she’s at one of our other hotels? We have three in Cairns, the Esplanade Resort, the Tradewinds, and this one, the Cairns Plaza Hotel.’

      ‘Ahh, of course.’ Washington slapped his head. ‘I must have the wrong hotel, sorry to bother you. Thanks.’ With a smile and a wave, he turned and strode out of the hotel.

      Back in the Chrysler, the driver barked, ‘Where to now?’

      Washington said tightly, ‘Did you bring my kit?’

      ‘Nah, it’s back at the base. I didn’t think you’d need it. Olman doesn’t arrive for another two days.’

      ‘I didn’t think I’d need it either.’ Washington’s eyes glinted wickedly. ‘But now it appears I might get in some target practice beforehand.’

      ‘Won’t that jeopardise the mission?’

      Seeing the driver’s frown, Washington gave a bark of laughter and thumped him on the shoulder. ‘Ah, but like you said, our target doesn’t arrive for two days. And if another target lands in my lap in the meantime, who am I to waste that opportunity?’
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      Arriving at the ASIO facility on Swan Island just off the coast of Victoria, NatSec Beta Team leader Ben Smith headed straight to the conference room. There he found the Director General and a handful of the security organisation’s regional directors seated around an oval table made entirely of silky oak. They paused in their intense discussions to stare, one with open hostility, as Ben entered the room and pulled out a chair at the end of the table.

      At six foot four, and with his muscular physique obvious under a black business suit, he stood out among the other career pen-pushers in the room. Undoing the buttons on his coat, revealing a crisp white business shirt beneath, he eased himself into the chair and returned their nods of greeting.

      One man didn’t bother with a greeting or pleasantries of any kind. Leaning forward to thump his elbows on the table, he barked an introduction of sorts. ‘Director in charge of Western Australian Operations.’ Having caught Ben’s attention, he said curtly, ‘You’ve put us in a hell of a situation, Smith. One of our field agents is dead thanks to your intel.’

      Leaning back in his chair, Ben fixed the man with a level gaze. ‘I’m interested to hear how this is NatSec’s fault?’

      The speaker smacked the table with an open hand. ‘You should’ve warned us of the imminent risk! Our agent was acting on NatSec intel.’

      ‘You have my condolences, of course,’ Ben said evenly, ‘it’s never easy losing a team member, under any circumstances. But correct me if I’m wrong,’ and he too leaned forward to rest his arms on the table, ‘your field agents are unarmed, are they not? And their main role is to investigate and gather intelligence? NOT to intercept, NOT to detain or apprehend suspects?’

      The WA Director’s face reddened. ‘Don’t try to change the subject. You should’ve warned us this might happen—’

      ‘This isn’t helping,’ the Director General cut-in, lifting a hand to stop the flow of recriminations. ‘Look, what’s done is done. What I want to know is how we’re going to prevent something like this from happening again.’

      ‘Training,’ Ben announced without preamble. ‘Gathering intel always has the potential to lead to high risk situations, for which your people need to be alert and prepared.’

      The WA Director frowned, clearly exasperated. ‘Are you saying our field agents should be armed? That throwing more weaponry into the mix is the answer to every difficult situation? Because if you are—’

      Ben raised a hand. ‘That’s not what I’m saying at all. But if you did decide to arm your agents, they’d obviously need extensive training before being sent out in the field.’ He sighed and shook his head. ‘I’m uncertain what led to Dylan’s death, but I assume his cover was blown.’

      Another at the table piped up. ‘Maybe we should have agents double-up in the field at all times?’

      At those words, everyone looked at the Director General, who in turn looked expectantly at Ben.

      ‘That may help … depending on the situation.’ Ben rubbed his chin thoughtfully. ‘But on the other hand you could be placing two agents at risk. I’d suggest having different strategies for domestic and terrorist operations. On the domestic front, the police could be enlisted to assist. At least they’re armed and have the power to arrest and detain. On a terrorist level, the Police Tactical Group, NatSec, the military, all have highly skilled operatives available for rapid deployment.’ He paused, and then addressed the Director General. ‘But for now, I think the question that needs to be asked is who gave your field agent the order to proceed.’

      The WA Director’s head shot up. Throwing himself back in his chair, he snapped, ‘Operational information like that is classified, and will only be provided on a need-to-know basis.’

      ‘Yes, and I need to know,’ the Director General barked back at him. ‘I want a full report on everything we have on this, and I mean everything.’ Turning to Ben, he nodded and said gruffly, ‘Thank you for your time and input, Mr Smith. I now have a better grasp of the situation, and will soon …,’ and he threw the WA Director a significant glance, ‘… have a comprehensive report on which to act.’
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      Modeen woke early the following morning. After a workout in the hotel’s gym, she showered and dressed in corporate wear, navy trousers and matching polo top. Heading to the restaurant adjacent to the lobby, she grabbed a quick breakfast and then freshened up in her room and phoned for a taxi, which arrived promptly at the hotel. Fifteen minutes later she was sitting in the entrance foyer of the Federal Police building, awaiting her o-nine hundred appointment with Chief Superintendent Warwick Sullivan.

      In the brightly-lit foyer, security cameras hung from opposite corners, and a thick wall of double-glazed glass extended from the information counter to the ceiling. A solid hardwood door fitted with a swipe card key lock completed the imposing barrier.

      Finding nothing of interest in the magazine she was flicking through, Modeen turned at the sound of approaching male voices. Four police officers, two uniformed and two in plain clothes, carried on their animated conversation as they entered from the street and walked to the centre of the foyer, where they stood with their backs to Modeen.

      A few minutes later a loud metallic buzz was heard, and a tall federal officer entered the foyer through the security door. He announced, ‘The Chief will see you now,’ and stepped aside while holding the door open.

      The four police officers began to move toward him, only to pause and frown when they noticed Modeen rise and join them. One of them moved toward her, raising a halting hand.

      When the federal officer said, ‘She’s with us,’ the policeman in the lead dipped his head and made way for her.

      They were led to a small conference room, where a tall, silver-haired man wearing a dark blue suit and a serious expression rose to greet them. Clusters of crowns and pips decorated the lapels of his jacket, and the top right pocket was covered in ribbons and medals. Modeen swallowed a grin. If she hadn’t known better, she might’ve mistaken him for a five star general.

      Indicating the chairs around the conference table, he said without smiling, ‘Please, take a seat, and thanks for your promptness.’ He waited just long enough for them to settle before launching into the briefing. ‘As most of you are aware, I’m Chief Superintendent Warwick Sullivan, and am tasked with the security detail for Premier Olman’s visit to Cairns tomorrow. This morning’s meeting is to plan how we can best deploy resources to ensure the premier’s safety and that of his entourage.’

      Sullivan indicated Modeen with a sweep of his open hand. ‘NatSec agent Josephine Bennet will be working with us as a specialist consultant.’

      The youngest uniformed officer had been eyeing her sceptically. Now he cracked his knuckles, leaned forward and said with a sardonic tilt to his lips, ‘Sergeant Bellamy, QPS. And what is your specialisation, Ms Bennet?’

      Modeen returned his gaze levelly. ‘Counter-terrorism.’

      ‘I see.’ Raising a mocking eyebrow, he ran his eyes over her. ‘And I suppose you learnt that from some university text book.’ He didn’t wait for her to respond before puffing out his chest and going on. ‘Look, we deal with real people and real situations every day. Our strategies and training aren’t simply theoretical, taken from the pages of Counter-terrorism for Dummies, or some such book.’ Grinning, he looked to the other men expecting to find them joining in the laughter. Instead he was met by grave, in some cases reproachful, expressions and his grin faded.

      Sullivan glared at him. ‘Ms Bennet comes highly recommended by her agency, and I expect all officers dealing with her to be courteous and respectful.’

      One of the other men had already extended a hand to Modeen from across the table. ‘I’m Senior Sergeant Kevin Simpson, and beside me is first officer Gavin Rogers.’ Simpson continued speaking as they shook hands. ‘We’re from the Police Tactical Group Brisbane, part of a team of six who’ll be working with you tomorrow. In PTG, we’re trained to deal with domestic counter-terrorism and hostage rescue.’ He paused to eye Bellamy. ‘And for the record I understand that national security agents, such as Ms Bennet, are highly trained operatives, often hand-picked from the elite forces.’ Simpson gave Modeen a respectful dip of his head.

      She returned the nod. ‘That was certainly correct in my case. I was recruited after leaving the SASR, where I served in Afghanistan, Iraq, Tizak and East Timor…,’ and she threw Bellamy an amused glance, ‘… where they fire at you with real bullets.’ She sobered. ‘However, I believe our focus today is on security, and it’s my understanding that all useful and unbiased input will be tabled.’ Seeing Sullivan’s prompt nod of agreement, she concluded, ‘We need to cover all the bases to ensure the best possible outcome.’

      ‘Well said, Ms Bennet.’ The chief narrowed his eyes at Bellamy. ‘Now let’s get down to business.’ After tapping on his computer keyboard, he turned to check the large screen on the wall behind him. When it remained blank, he frowned and looked back at his laptop. Rubbing his chin, he glanced hopefully at the projector and shook his head.

      Modeen sat forward. ‘Is that laptop a Dell running Windows Eight?’

      Sullivan nodded his head distractedly.

      ‘Try pressing Function and F8.’

      This time Sullivan looked at her, but with a blank expression.

      Rising to stand in front of his laptop, she murmured, ‘Sometimes this works,’ and pressed the Fn and F8 keys. A second later the screen blinked and Olman’s itinerary popped up.

      A relieved Sullivan gave a ghost of a smile. ‘Thank you, Ms Bennet.’ Taking a moment to  spread a large map of Cairns on the table, he traced a finger over a zigzagging line highlighted in fluoro yellow. ‘This is the planned route.’ Then he pointed to the itinerary on the screen. ‘Olman arrives at eleven hundred hours and goes direct from the airport to Cairns Base Hospital, where he’s opening the new wing. En route the premier’s high security 7-series sedan will be escorted by two TPG armoured Toyota Landcruisers, and two motorcycle policemen. At twelve-thirty he’ll be lunching in his presidential suite at the Pullman International.’

      At the mention of a presidential suite, Bellamy gave a snort.

      Ignoring him, Sullivan kept his eyes down and continued. ‘From fourteen hundred to fifteen thirty Olman will meet with the Mayor and CEO at the council chambers, after which he will return to the Pullman. From nineteen hundred to twenty-one thirty, he’ll dine in a private function room of the Pullman with the member for Cairns and other dignitaries.’ Sullivan sat back to glance around the table. ‘Thus ending his first day.’

      ‘Right, let’s start with the airport.’ Modeen leaned forward to get a better look at the map. ‘Is Olman arriving on a Government jet, domestic flight, or by private charter?’
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      The late model M3 BMW, arranged for Modeen’s use by NatSec’s resource manager Leanne Martin, was parked outside the federal office. The meeting had lasted most of the day, so it was late afternoon by the time she collected the car and headed to her hotel.

      Swiping her key card to unlock the door of her room, she dumped her work bag on the floor beside the bed and went straight to the kitchenette to fill and switch on the kettle. While waiting for it to boil, she undressed, gratefully tossing her work clothes onto the bed. After slipping into a light cotton shirt and denim shorts, she retrieved the aluminium case from the bottom of her wardrobe and placed it on the coffee table. Thumbing the combination lock, she clicked the lid open.

      Hearing the kettle switch itself off, she made herself a coffee and took it out onto the balcony to take in the views. The moment she opened the sliding glass doors she was hit by the noise of city bustle – sirens, traffic, beeping horns, voices – and the warm embrace of the thick, humid air. Moving to the railing, she leaned on her forearms, sipping her coffee and taking in the vista. She watched lights flicker on in surrounding high-rises as the sun disappeared behind the lush green hills of the Cairns hinterland.

      A short way down the street at the Cairns Reef Casino, a tall, dark-skinned man entered the elevator and made his way to the twenty metre high rooftop dome. After paying his entry fee, he sauntered through the dome’s tropical garden, feigning interest in the wildlife enclosures he passed. Skirting around the crocodile enclosure in the centre of the display, he headed toward the flying fox amusement ride and then paused.

      After taking a quick glance around, he slipped behind a thick bed of crimson-trunked lipstick palms and out through the service door behind them. Once on the outer balcony, he pushed his way through the forest of green foliage that circled the entire dome, heading to the western side of the building, checking the view every metre or so. Finding a spot with clear sight of the Rydges Hotel, he took up position. Taking the tinted aviator Raybans from off the top of his head and slipping them over his eyes, he watched the final crest of the sun sink behind the mountains.

      He remained still for a long moment, listening carefully. As soon as he was sure he hadn’t been made, he took the backpack from his shoulders and began assembling the sniper rifle. After fitting the silencer and Night Force US Optics scope, he shoved his sunglasses back on top of his close-cropped head and put a pair of range finder binoculars to his eyes.

      Distance confirmed – six hundred and fifty metres.

      His target was sitting at a balcony table, gazing out at the city’s backdrop of green hills. Lifting his head, he felt for wind direction but there was no movement of air at all. Setting down the binoculars, he gave a disdainful snort.

      Too easy!

      Pressing the butt of the rifle into his shoulder and peering through the scope, he placed the cross hairs on the back of his target’s head. Keeping his body motionless and his breathing shallow, he squeezed the trigger.

      And let loose one .300 Winchester Magnum round.

      

      Modeen tipped her mug to swallow the last of her coffee when her phone chimed. As she leaned forward to grab it from off the outdoor table, her ears caught the sound of a high-pitched whine and she felt a rush of air above her bent head. As the sliding glass door to her unit exploded in a cloud of shards and glass dust, her training kicked in.

      Rolling onto the floor, she flattened out and ducked to the opposite side of the balcony, pushing open what remained of the sliding door as she went. Bracing herself against the railing for a split second, she leapt forward like a runner on the starting blocks and dived diagonally through the doorway. Completing a forward roll at the coffee table, she snatched the Walther PPQ from out of the aluminium case and sprang to her feet. Moving swiftly toward the door, she grabbed the tea towel from off the kitchen bench and wrapped the pistol in it.

      In the elevator on the way down, she calculated the ballistics in her head.

      A high-powered weapon.

      I was facing west and the shot came from my seven o’clock.

      She’d felt the rush of air and heard the projectile whistle past right where her head had been the briefest of moments before.

      The shooter had to’ve been somewhere in the vicinity of the casino, in or on a building of roughly the same level as my apartment.

      The instant the elevator doors swished open, she shot out into the lobby, startling a pair of elderly tourists standing waiting for the lift. Throwing them a hasty, ‘Sorry, ’scuse me,’ she sprinted out the left side entrance onto Crofton Street. Turning the corner into Spence Street, she lengthened her stride and headed toward the casino.

      Dashing through the traffic and weaving between cars and pedestrians, she crossed Lake Street onto Abbot, where she stopped to glance back at the Rydges Hotel and her unit on the eighth floor. The shooter must have been positioned on the casino’s roof or in one of the apartments to the right of it. It only took a quick scan of the roof line of the Galleria and Louis Vuitton building to know it was too far to the left, and wouldn’t have provided a clear shot.

      She sprinted around the corner and propped. In the distance a familiar-looking dark-skinned man jogged down the casino’s rear steps. Swinging a backpack across his broad shoulders, he turned and loped up the footpath toward the shipping terminal. As Modeen took off toward him, he straddled a waiting motorcycle. Although rapidly closing the distance, she could only watch as the bike roared into life and took off down the street toward the wharf, its rear wheel leaving a black line of rubber on the bitumen. When the rider leaned the retro-shaped bike low around the next corner, Modeen glimpsed a flash of white on red.

      Bold white writing on a red tank … gotta be a Ducati.
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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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