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For someone I wish I had known.

You know who you are.










CHAPTER ONE
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The reptile’s tongue lightly touched the ground. No vibrations were felt. The rock above its coils offered much-needed protection from the relentless midday heat, including the raptor circling menacingly above.


The snake scanned the surface of the jagged earth, littered with rocks. Extreme temperatures shimmered over the arid landscape in hues of light and dark red colours. For the snake, the human habitation was not far off, and appeared in a single shade of rich orange, except for a dark blue square. Behind this blueness, a light red figure shifted, a human. It was holding a deep red object that radiated ochre tones; it was hot.


The reptile sensed a forbidding signal emitting from that area. It was an uncomfortable sensation that interfered with its electric senses. It did not feel safe there. Slithering, slowly, the snake turned its attention back to the landscape. Darkness would eventually come, so would a welcome reprieve from daytime heat and overhead predators.


Then, the snake would become the predator.







Amanda Richardson stood at the window of the United States facility where she worked and gazed at the rugged land before her. Broken rocks lay scattered as far as she could see. Hardly a blade of grass broke the harsh intensity of it all.


She blew gently across the top of her coffee. “Nobody could survive a day out there,” she said to herself. With long blonde hair, always in a ponytail, Amanda stood an impressive five-foot-eleven. Athletic, attractive and in her early 30s, she often caught the attention of men. 


“What’s that?” Ashley asked as she took her headphones off and flicked the speaker switch. Much shorter than her colleague, she had fair hair worn loosely just above her shoulders.


Amanda turned and leaned against the double-glazed windowpane. “How hot is it outside?”


“Forty Celsius,” Ashley replied. Her accent was more pronounced than Amanda’s. “Forty-one predicted tomorrow.”


“What’s that in Fahrenheit?” Amanda asked.


“One hundred and four. Come on, Mandy, Australia is metric; you need to adjust. How long have you been here now?”


“Three months tomorrow,” Mandy turned to look out the window again.


“You need to get out a bit. You haven’t left the compound since you arrived.”


“Huh,” Mandy exclaimed. “Where would I go? I could go out a hundred yards or a hundred miles; it would all look the same. People die out there. No thanks, I’m quite happy here.”


“At least the pay is good,” Ashley chuckled.


“And the food,” Mandy added quietly with a smirk.


The speaker on Ashley’s desk crackled to life, and the sound of a door closing echoed clearly. Ashley slipped the headphones back on and flicked a switch in one well-practised movement. The speaker went silent as a red line on her monitor began to vibrate erratically. Mandy returned her attention to the window to see a speck of a bird circling gracefully on a far-away thermal. She allowed her attention to remain on the black dot for a couple of seconds, then moved to another window slightly to her right. 


The view from this window overlooked the rear of the Australian satellite tracking station. A massive white dish towered above the building, dwarfing several smaller parabolic receivers that stood close by as if they were siblings. The building looked identical to the one in which Mandy operated.


This very remote outpost consisted of two distinct facilities, one being an American intelligence operation and the other an Australian satellite tracking establishment. It was a joint initiative between the two governments, but that was about as far as it went; a secure double fence separated them both. On rare occasions, like Christmas and the Australian ANZAC Day commemorations, the personnel of the two establishments would meet for a barbecue. Socialising was thoroughly enjoyed, but it ended when the party ended. Staffers on the American side were always guarded in their conversations, thanks to their type of work. Plus, they would invariably be transferred after short contracts, limiting the chance of developing any form of lasting friendships. Being a ‘dry’ area, alcohol was not permitted, which also put a damper on the celebrations.


Ashley suddenly attacked her keyboard, the clacking sound of her fingernails breaking the silence of the cool room. Mandy raised an eyebrow as she looked at Ashley’s intense frown.


“And?” Mandy asked when her colleague finally removed her headphones.


“Looks like Russia will probably launch an attack in February after all.”


“Huh. Just what our guys suspected. Who confirmed this?”


“M2 and M4; they’re taking a leak in a washroom. They’re worried it will still be too cold in February, but they don’t have the guts to tell Putin that.”


“Typical. Funny what men will talk about in a bathroom. Better let Langley know.”


“Doing it now,” Ashley said as she swivelled on her chair to a different monitor.


Mandy turned back to the window and took another sip of her coffee. Her eye caught a slight movement through the glass on the Australian side of the wire. On the second floor, a tall man with fair hair moved up to a window with his hands on his hips and stretched his back.


She watched him scan the ground below. He was about thirty metres distant, so his features weren’t that clear, but from what she could see, he had a nice physique, slightly built with a good set of shoulders. Mandy noticed he was wearing a white T-shirt today. On the three other occasions she had seen him at the window, he wore a khaki shirt.


An arm appeared from the left and handed him a coffee mug, which he accepted with gratitude.


“I wonder who you are?” Mandy said quietly, then took the last sip of her coffee.


“What’s that?” Ashley asked.


“Nothing,” Mandy mumbled as she strolled back to her station while slipping on her headphones.


For several hours the two women sat side by side in silence, working their keyboards and scanning a range of monitors. Half a dozen large screens on one wall flashed news broadcasts, another with graphics of the Earth with a night shadow meandering across the continents. One monitor had a complex stream of numbers coursing across the screen, which constantly drew the attention of the female colleagues.


“Morning, ladies,” a man’s voice interrupted the silence.


“Morning, George,” Ashley answered.


Mandy raised her hand to acknowledge the greeting but indicated she was in deep thought and couldn’t be interrupted.


George Sampras walked up to one of the larger screens and studied it. He was in his early 60s and starting to grey. His closely cropped beard gave his face a fatherly image, and his hazel eyes showed a weariness about him.


He picked a clipboard off Ashley’s desk and flicked through the pages. George stopped at one point, looked at Ashley and raised an eyebrow. Ashley gave an exaggerated shrug in response, which made George study the printout more thoroughly.


Mandy finally removed her headset. “Morning, Boss,” she chirped as she spun on her seat.


“Good morning, Amanda. Anything interesting from last night?”


“Not really. Israel has gone quiet; it’s their Sabbath, so I expect some chatter tomorrow. Iran is worried about something; I’m not sure what, but the Police have been ordered to crack down on dissent. It seems to be at a local level for now.”


“Okay, thanks,” George said, turning to Ashley and tapping the clipboard with his index finger. “That’s curious.”


“Yes, I thought so too,” Ashley agreed.


“The people back home will find this interesting.”


“I’ve already sent it off.”


George nodded gravely and addressed the room. “Thanks, people. I’ll be in my office if you need me.” He strode into a room partitioned with glass.


“What’s so curious?” Mandy asked.


“Two French agents seem to think someone high up in our government sold the Saudis a highly confidential US secret. They traced a message that seemed to indicate it might be Delta Five.”


“Delta Five?” Mandy exclaimed. “Do you know what the secret was?”


“No,” Ashley sighed, “I have no idea.”










CHAPTER TWO
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Lucas pushed back from his monitor and allowed his chair to roll to a gentle stop. He rubbed his eyes and cricked his neck. He knew he had spent too much time hunched over his keyboard, and now his back was aching. An hour in the gym would be the answer, he thought. Standing at just over six feet, his physique showed that Lucas looked after his body and worked out regularly. 


The mathematical calculation Lucas had just finished working on was spewing numbers rapidly through the screen. He looked over to Matt.


“You should have your coordinates in about a minute.”


“Thanks,” Matt looked up from his work and eyed Lucas carefully. “You look stuffed, mate.”


Matt had ginger, unruly hair. Wearing a well-worn grey T-shirt, he gave the impression he was a high school computer nerd. A little out of shape, with flushed cheeks and John Lennon-style glasses, Matt certainly knew his stuff. He was a little younger than Lucas.


“Yeah, I had a bad night,” Lucas stood and walked over to another desk.


Matt ignored that comment. “The guys at Ariane Space have another window close to their previous launch. They want us to check our calculations.”


“No worries, mate,” Lucas replied, half listening.


“Hey, the blokes in Chile spotted a massive meteor that they reckon will pass close to Mars in 2029. It might actually hit it. They’ve put it out there that they need verification. You want to look at that?”


“Nah, not really. I’ve got a lot on my plate at the moment. Let someone else do that,” Lucas said, dismissing the request.


Matt shrugged. “Okay then. Want a coffee? I’m getting one.” He stood and walked over to the coffee station.


“Thanks, mate,” Lucas smiled back at him.


Lucas strolled to the window and looked at the harsh dry land. He saw a unique beauty in the ruggedness of the Australian outback. In the distance was the grey skeleton of a tree that had done its best to survive. He wondered how long it had lived and how long past it had died. The gently undulating hills behind the dead tree had no vegetation, just an endless scattering of red earth and broken rocks.


He stretched his back and heard vertebrae click. It felt good. He looked at the ground immediately below him and caught the blur of a lizard dashing for cover under a flat stone.


“Here you go,” Matt handed Lucas a mug of coffee.


“Thanks mate,” Lucas accepted the beverage with a smile. “I wonder what’s beyond those hills?”


“More hills,” Matt said sarcastically. “I went out there in my Prado to test my metal detector. A geologist friend said there might be gold in this area. I didn’t go far; it was pretty uncomfortable.”


“Did you find your fortune?” Lucas asked in amusement.


“Hah,” Matt laughed. “I got a hit every time I took a step but never found a thing. It turns out the machine picked up the steel toecaps in my boots with each step I took.”


Lucas laughed heartily. “Well, you know for next time.”


“There won’t be a next time. I’m not going out in that heat again. Not my scene, thank you.”


An electronic ping pierced the air from Lucas’ station.


“Looks like your coordinates are ready. I hope they are right,” Lucas said as he returned to his desk.


“They’ve never been wrong yet,” Matt commented.


“There’s always a first time,” Lucas grunted.







“Hey, Lucas,” Matt looked up from his screen and adjusted his glasses. “There’s a new image of Didymos 65830 that NASA has just released. Have you seen it?”


“No,” Lucas replied. “Send me the link.”


Matt rapidly tapped on his keyboard and pushed back into his chair. “Cool, isn’t it?”


Lucas studied his monitor. “Oh, look,” Lucas studied the image. “You can clearly see it’s a double asteroid now; it has a small moon orbiting it.”


“Yeah, Dimorphos is the name of the little moon. Eight months to go before they slam the DART probe into it. You reckon it will slow its orbit down?”


“Of course,” Lucas said, confidently. “If you hit a small object in space with anything, even a common baseball, you will adjust its orbit. Granted, it will be microscopic, but it will alter the orbit.”


“I know, but they want a 70-second reduction in orbital velocity to classify it a success. You think they will get that?”


“Maybe,” Lucas shrugged, then after a moment’s silence, he continued. “No, they will see more than 70 seconds. More like 1,800 seconds by my calculations.”


“Of course,” Matt laughed, “Lucas, the mathematician, has already calculated this,” he mocked his colleague.


“I can’t help it; numbers talk to me,” Lucas said. “Think about it, Matt; they want to slam half a ton of steel at 22,000 kilometres an hour into a little asteroidal moon, only 150 metres wide. That thing is going to shift, without a doubt. Seventy seconds is nothing. I think it will be 20 to 25 times that, if not more.”


“I reckon they know that too; they’re just hedging their bets.”


“Well, of course they are,” Lucas grumbled. “As I say, they just have to hit it perfectly; that’s where ‘success’ comes into the equation; hitting the thing.”


“They’ll hit it,” Matt said. “It will be a bull’s eye. Look what they did on Eros 433. The NEAR Shoemaker touched down gently on a target area no bigger than this room, which, incidentally, is more than 320 million kilometres from us.”


“Mathematics, my dear friend,” Lucas raised a pseudo-warning finger in the air. “It all boils down to that. I worry about the ‘Butterfly Effect’ of altering a celestial body’s course.”


“Mathematics and technology,” Matt laughed. “Don’t forget the technological aspect of it. And don’t sweat the ‘Butterfly Effect’. You’ve already told me the effect caused by DART could only be felt in 80 million years; you won’t be here, mate.”


A door behind Matt opened, and an attractive female entered bearing a huge gleaming smile.


“Hello, boys,” she chirped.


“Sharon!” Lucas called out. “Welcome back.”


Matt spun in his chair. “Sharon! We missed you. How was the States?”


“Incredible. Absolutely amazing,” Sharon gushed. “I even got to meet Elon Musk.”


“No way!” Matt looked stunned.


“You’re kidding,” Lucas echoed Matt’s astonishment. 


“Make me a coffee, someone. I have some stories to tell you.”


Sharon was in her late 30s but looked ten years younger. Fit and well-proportioned, she kept her brown hair short, and her aqua-blue eyes sparkled. She was constantly a breath of fresh air when she entered a room.


Sharon had worked for the Australian Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation, or CSIRO, for almost ten years in Adelaide, nearly two thousand kilometres to the southeast. Her posting to this outback facility three years ago came with a promotion she couldn’t refuse. She thrived in her post, and her subordinates had huge respect for her.


While Lucas navigated the coffee dispenser, Sharon expounded on her two-week excursion to NASA’s head office in Washington DC and her side trips to SpaceX and Lockheed Martin.


“There are some interesting projects coming up, especially with SpaceX,” she beamed. “Things are going to get busy.”


“What’s Elon like?” Lucas asked, obviously more interested in the man than the business.


“Nice guy. I like him. He has a different way of looking at things.”


“I admire the way he thinks,” Lucas said.


“He took me to lunch, too,” Sharon winked at Lucas.


“No way,” Matt said in awe.


“Yes, we had a ham sanga on a workbench next to a Raptor rocket engine prototype along with a dozen engineers.”


Lucas laughed. “That must have been intimate.”


“You’re kidding,” Matt exclaimed. “This billionaire had a ham sanga for lunch?”


“He’s a human, just like you and me,” Sharon scolded with a laugh. “Come along, guys; we are on company time now and I need to check my inbox. We can chat when the next shift takes over. Lucas, please send me the tracking schedules for next week. SpaceX wants to pencil in a special launch for October next year. I want to keep on top of that.”


“Will do, Boss,” Lucas agreed and returned to his desk.










CHAPTER THREE
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George opened the glass door to his office and scanned the operations room. It had been a week since Ashley had alerted him to the issue with Delta Five, and he had been under a great deal of pressure because of it. Now he had a new problem, and it was even more pressing, or so he was told.


His eyes settled on Mandy, staring intently at the curved monitor on her desk, headphones on. He tapped the glass partition with the back of his pen; two sharp metallic clicks cracked across the silent room.


It was his system of drawing everyone’s attention, and it worked. About a dozen pairs of eyes looked in his direction, but he held his stare on Mandy. She nodded and tapped a few keys before removing her headset and answering her summons.


“What’s up, Boss?” she asked as she entered his office.


“Close the door, please, and take a seat.”


Mandy obliged, wondering what was about to occur. George slipped her a small piece of paper, face down. Mandy picked it up, read it and put it down again.


“I need you to monitor that channel, but I need you to do it with the utmost secrecy,” George said. His tone was very grave.


“Sure, Boss,” Mandy agreed.


“This is top-level secrecy. You can’t tell your co-workers. They can’t even know the channel. I need you to keep this under observation at all times.”


“What am I listening for?”


“I don’t know. All I can tell you is that some very big people back home have an abnormally keen interest in what’s being said.”


“What language is it?” Mandy asked. She could speak six languages fluently, so she was a big asset in the surveillance and intelligence-gathering game.


“American. English,” George corrected himself and waved a dismissive hand at his mistake.


“I’m listening in on our own people?” Mandy asked. She was somewhat surprised because anyone in the team could understand English.


“It’s the ‘who’ and ‘what’ we are listening to, which needs to be top-secret. You can’t tell a soul.”


“Any idea who?”


“We are not entirely sure. That’s the problem,” George admitted. “But you will find out soon enough.”


“Okay, George. Leave it with me.”


“Thanks, Amanda. Report to me only. No digital audio copies to leave this facility.”


“Of course, Boss,” Mandy said and quietly slipped out of the office.


Ashley took her headphones off when Mandy walked by. “All okay?” she asked.


“Yeah,” Mandy said nonchalantly. “Just some sensitive stuff the boss wants me to monitor.”


In their industry, that was all that needed to be said. Ashley understood and would ask no more. Mandy sat at her desk and scanned the recordings that came in during her absence. She then flicked to the channel she had memorised in George’s office. It was silent. 


Transferring the flat red line onto a smaller monitor to her right, Mandy walked to the coffee station and filled a red mug with the steaming liquid. She glanced at the screen, then moved to the window where she stood surveying the arid landscape beyond. She found the view from this vantage point calming. The sand and stone were primarily orange, and a slightly lighter hue emerged in the heat of the day. Whenever the sun began its journey beyond the distant horizon, the contrasts of colour deepened into rich tones. She knew there must be life in the desert; reptiles, beetles and ants, but she was always curious how they survived out there.


Mandy turned her back to the window and looked at the small team of co-workers tapping at keyboards or listening into headphones. The intensity on their faces showed their dedication and loyalty to their job and country. She took a sip of her coffee and glanced at the thin line on her monitor. Still, a flat, monotonous red string.


Turning back to the landscape, Mandy noticed the familiar movement of the fair-haired man in the window of the observatory next door. He was wearing a khaki shirt today. She studied him for a moment.


Suddenly he looked across at her and their eyes locked. It startled her that she had been caught staring, but even over that distance, there was no mistaking their eyes had connected. She was about to avert her stare, which she knew would be embarrassing, but with much relief, Mandy saw the man smile, and at the same time, he raised his coffee cup towards her in a casual salute or greeting. 


Mandy smiled and returned the salute. They took a sip of their coffee together. The man smiled back. They looked at each other briefly, then awkwardly averted their stares. Mandy took the opportunity to slip out of view and return to her desk.










CHAPTER FOUR
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It had been a week since Mandy saw the stranger at the window again. Her workload was pressing, so she didn’t give him another thought. The red line on her screen never offered so much as a tremor, and Mandy began to wonder if what she was listening to was actually active. Nevertheless, she reminded herself that in this industry, patience was a huge part of the game.


Mandy looked at her watch, clasped the back of her neck and stretched. She stood and walked over to the coffee station, pouring her second cup of the day. With another glance at the pathetic red line, Mandy walked to her calming viewpoint. Unconsciously she looked at the window opposite first, before the vast landscape. She realised she was doing this, and it bothered her slightly, but on this day, the man was there.


Her heart jumped, mainly because he was already looking across at her. She smiled, and he raised his coffee mug in greeting. Mandy did likewise with a slight chuckle. She took a sip of her coffee, but it was scalding. She pulled the cup from her lips, almost spilling the coffee, and rubbed her lower lip with the fingers of her free hand.


Embarrassingly, Mandy looked at the man; he looked like he was laughing. She smiled her embarrassment at him, but he waved it off. He pointed to his coffee cup, then gave a thumbs up, signing that his coffee was good. He then pointed to her. She figured he was asking if her coffee was alright. It was, but she wasn’t going to give him a reciprocal thumbs up, so with her palm facing the floor, she wobbled her wrist to indicate…. maybe. 


The man laughed and caused Mandy to smile inwardly; they were having a conversation. The man put his cup down on the windowsill, tapped his watch, then pointed to her. Mandy was curious and wasn’t sure what he was trying to indicate. He did it again.


Mandy put her mug on the sill and looked at her watch. It was 10:10 am. She looked back at him. He again tapped his watch, then gave a thumbs up, followed by pointing at the floor. He tapped his coffee cup again.


‘I know,’ Mandy thought, ‘you want to meet at 10:10 am tomorrow for another coffee by the window.’


Mandy smiled broadly, then gave a thumbs up this time; she had agreed to this long-distance, totally wordless coffee date with a stranger. It was bizarre, she thought, but this far from civilisation and friends, it might be fun. Besides, entertainment was very rare out here.


She returned to her station feeling excited and a little giddy. Whether it was from the caffeine or the contact with the stranger, she couldn’t tell, but then, she didn’t really care.







“You’re looking pleased with yourself,” Matt said.


“Really?” Lucas tried to ignore Matt.


“No, really,” Matt pushed himself from his terminal. “What gives?”


“Nothing,” Lucas insisted, but he knew he was starting to blush.


Lucas was thrown a reprieve when Sharon entered the room.


“Matt, have you got the settings to track the manoeuvre on Hubble tonight?”


“Yeah, got it, Boss,” Matt responded. “Old Dishy Dishface will be locked in position at 20:15. No worries.”


“Hey Luke,” Sharon looked past Matt’s shoulder, “why are you so happy?”


“I’m not,” Lucas objected. “Hell, what is it with you two?”


Matt swivelled in his seat and shrugged at Sharon. She shook her head disbelievingly and left the room.
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Mandy made a note on her computer and hit Enter, then checked the red line again. It had stayed the same for over a week. In fact, it had never moved. She then caught herself checking her watch. She realised she had looked at the time about twenty times that morning. It was 9:50 am, and she had a flush of butterflies.


It was ludicrous, Mandy thought, that she was excited about a distant coffee with a stranger through two panes of double-glazed, bullet-proof glass, over a barbed wire fence. It was equally weird because no words would be spoken. She had to admit, it was bizarre, but she thought he was good-looking, which was a bonus. Though possible they might cross paths at some function within the camps, she didn’t hold out much hope of that ever happening.


A red ‘record’ icon began to flash slowly on her screen. Mandy slipped on her headphones and clicked a small blue button. A clear conversation came through her speakers of a man talking in Russian. A second man was responding in Russian, too; she understood it all. Opening another program, she fed the voices through a synthesiser, and the computer began to match the owners of the vocal cords to a database. There were two hits almost immediately. 


When the conversation terminated, Mandy bashed out some notes and then uploaded the files. She checked her watch. It was 10:15 am.


‘Shit,’ she thought to herself, ‘I’m late.’


Very calmly, she stood and pretended to stretch her back, then walked as naturally as possible to the window. The man was there, waiting, coffee cup in hand.


Mandy put her hands together as if in prayer. ‘Sorry,’ she mouthed, then tapped her watch.


The man smiled back and waved his hand dismissively. He understood. He looked over his shoulder; someone was talking to him. He looked back at Mandy, shook his head very slightly, then pointed to his watch. He then held up his index finger.


One o’clock? Mandy tried to display a look of confusion.


The man held his fist close to his chest and gave a thumbs-up sign, followed by the index finger again and a tap on his watch. She gave a thumbs up and watched him walk out of view.


“I hope I understood that correctly,” Mandy mumbled to herself. She felt guilty - she didn’t know why, but it didn’t seem appropriate that she was having a secret conversation with a man during working hours. Worse still, Mandy knew she was breaking a lot of professional rules. All the same, she was enjoying this interlude with the man in the window, particularly as she was so far from civilisation and because there were so few people out there. In any case, she knew it would come to nothing in the long run.


At exactly 1:00 pm, Mandy walked up to the window, holding her mug of coffee. A minute later, the fair-haired man in the khaki shirt reappeared. He looked over his shoulder, then at her and bowed slightly. Mandy chuckled; she didn’t know if he congratulated her for making it to the designated appointment on time or if he was pleased to see her.


Mandy looked over her shoulder, and as nobody was watching her, she returned his bow with a reciprocal bow. He appeared to laugh. He then shrugged and tried to mime something that could have been ‘what shall we talk about’, which made him smile broadly.


Mandy thought he was good at getting his message across. Apart from being fluent in six languages, Mandy was also competent in American Sign Language. Without thinking, she put her mug on the sill of the window and signed to him, ‘what is your name?’


The man smiled, looked over his shoulder, and then put his mug down.


“Lucas,” he signed back.


A pleased laugh escaped from Mandy’s throat. She couldn’t believe he had signed back to her.


“What’s that?” Ashley took her headphones off.


“Nothing,” Mandy said sheepishly. “I thought I saw one of those marsupial things, but it was just a shadow.”


Ashley seemed to accept that and buried herself back into her work.


“Your name?” Lucas signed.


“Amanda,” she signed back.


“Happy to meet you. I only know Auslan.”


“You deaf?” Mandy asked.


“My sister is deaf.”


“I use American Sign Language, but I understand you. I have studied Auslan.”


“I understand you. American?”


“Yes,” Mandy signed hesitantly. It occurred to her that she had already divulged too much information about herself, especially in her line of work. “You Australian?” she signed back.


Lucas made a slight bow and elegantly waved his arm past his body, acknowledging that fact. Mandy put her hand to her mouth and stifled a laugh.


Lucas tapped his ear. “You deaf?”


Mandy shook her head gently. “No, I like languages, and ASL is a language I wanted to learn.”


Lucas turned to talk to someone. “I must go,” he signed. “Coffee tomorrow? 10:10 am?”


“Yes. If I am busy, forgive me.”


“I will wait for you,” Luke smiled back at her.


“Bye, Lucas,” Mandy signed.


“Call me Luke.”


“Call me Mandy,” she reciprocated


With that, Luke slipped away but a moment later reappeared and grabbed his mug with a sheepish grin. Mandy chuckled. She thought she could like this Australian man.







Sharon entered the room and looked up at a massive screen on the wall. The flattened graphic of the Earth was littered with yellow dots and wavy lines.


“Luke, is M3347 behaving?” she asked.


“Yes, it’s exactly where it’s supposed to be,” Luke replied calmly.


Matt turned to look at Sharon. “There’s a lot of activity over Ukraine. Do you think Putin will actually start a war?”


“I’d be surprised,” Sharon said. “But you never know with him.”


Luke stood and walked close to the overhead screen, studying all the lines and dots. “Maxar Tech has eyes over Kyiv, Crimea and the Donbas, and now the US military has eyes on Belarus. I don’t know. I think someone is very concerned.”


“You reckon?” Matt said.


“I think there is an indication that Putin will launch an invasion; people are getting very worried. Look at that,” Luke pointed to some orange dots. “Those are Musk’s Skylink satellites. He’s moved that string over to Ukraine, but Skylink is not available there yet. Suspicious, don’t you think?”


“How’s the DART mission tracking?” Sharon asked Matt.


“Yep, looking good. NASA has taken us offline until July. We’ll ping it again then.”


“Right-O,” Sharon said. “I’ll be in my office if you need me.”


Luke checked his watch. “Wanna coffee?” he asked Matt.


“Nah, I’m good thanks, mate.”


Luke poured himself a coffee, then walked over to the window. He looked over to the American facility, but the window was bare. He checked his watch; it was 10:09 am. A small flame of excitement rose in his stomach, but he deliberately suppressed it. He was only too aware of disappointments and had trained himself to expect the worst when dealing with heightened anticipation.


At 10:11 am, Mandy appeared, very casually, at the opposite window. Luke’s spirits soared, especially when he saw a smile appear on her face as she looked across the void. Despite the distance, Luke could tell she was a very attractive lady.


“Hi, Mandy,” Luke signed, ensuring Matt couldn’t see his hand movements.


“Hi, Luke,” she replied, then cast a furtive glance over her shoulder.


“I’d like to meet you in person. Do you get any days off?” Luke asked.


“Are you asking me on a date?” Mandy signed and exaggerated a look of shock.


“We only sign for five minutes a day. Please forgive my forwardness.”


Mandy paused, then glanced over her shoulder. “Where will you take me? To the movies?”


Luke laughed. “No. I’ll take you to the most beautiful parts of this desert.”


“Out there?” Mandy didn’t need to disguise her surprise. “No thanks.”


“You will love it. I promise. I go out there all the time.”


Mandy took a sip of her coffee. “Alright. I am off on Wednesday.”


Luke pumped his fist in mock joy. “Meet me at your facility gate at 6:00 am. We will have an early start. Wear walking shoes and bring a hat.”


Mandy gave a careful nod of agreement, waved Luke goodbye, and slipped out of view.







Mandy knocked twice on the glass door of George’s office and walked in. He looked up expectantly. 


“Take a seat, Amanda. Any news?”


“Nothing, George. That channel has been silent since you assigned it to me.”


“I’m sure something will come up eventually. When it does, I need to know right away.”


“Sure. I also need to tell you I met this guy at the observatory a little while ago. He has asked me to spend the day with him exploring the desert on Wednesday.”


George leant back in his seat. “No problem, but you know the rules.”


“Yes,” Mandy confirmed. “Once I get all his details, I’ll put them in my report.”


“What’s his name?”


“I don’t know yet; all I know is his first name is Lucas.”


“Lucas Kahn.”


Mandy smiled. “I should have known you would know.”


“If I remember, he is 31, born in Melbourne, has one sibling - a sister if I recall, and no surviving parents. A bit of a mathematics genius, specialist in satellite tracking. I have a file on Mr Kahn if you want it.”


“Well, that sorts that out. No thanks, I’d like to find out more about him, just like normal people do.”


“Well, try not to get romantically involved with him; you know either of you might be shipped out of here in six months or so.”


Mandy let out an exasperated sigh and leaned back in her seat. “I don’t think there’s much chance of that. Where’s he going to take me? The movies? Disney World?”


“I know,” George likewise pushed back in his seat. “I just need to remind you of your Top Secret/Sensitive Compartmented Information security clearance, and the target you can be out there. You have a lot of information a lot of people want.”


“George, come on, this is the outback of Australia. Russia, or Iran, yes, of course. And you don’t need to remind me about Afghanistan. Have you looked out the window lately?” Mandy said condescendingly, waving her hand at one of the windows.


“I know, Amanda, but….”


“Hell, George, not only is this Australia, there isn’t a soul within 500 miles of this place.”


“Amanda,” George said softly and leant forward. He gently put the palms of his hands on his desk. “I’m not stopping you from seeing Mr Kahn. You have every right to see him, but I have a duty to remind you that you are a high-value asset to the United States Government, and I will have to ask you for a detailed report on your interaction with a foreign national.”


“I know the protocol, George. You will get your report,” Mandy said firmly, but calmly. 


“Alright, then,” George smiled, pleased the situation had come off the boil. “Enjoy your day in the desert tomorrow.”


Mandy stood and began to walk out the door, but she hesitated. “I might take Ashley with me. She needs a day off. Would you have any objections to that?”


“None at all,” George smiled broadly. “I think it’s a sound idea. But the same rules apply to her.”


Mandy was about to say something, but she checked herself. “Thank you, George.”


“You’re welcome,” George said as he returned to a file he had been reading. He suddenly looked up. “Oh, Amanda. Make sure you and Ashley are armed.”


Mandy was about to question her boss but felt it best not to argue the point. “Yes, Sir,” she said and left the room. 













CHAPTER SIX
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Luke pulled up to the gate of the American compound. The wire fence had been strung exceedingly tight, and the cameras in clear view gave the facility a sinister feel. He watched Mandy and another lady about her age exit a building and walk towards the locked gate. Keying in a code, the gate swung open on a light spring with a pronounced metallic buzz.


Luke jumped out of the SUV and strode over to meet them. He was taken aback at how attractive Mandy was from close quarters - distance and glass had a way of blurring some features. Wearing khaki shorts and a soft white cotton shirt, Mandy was slender and a lot taller than he expected. She wore her long blonde hair in her usual ponytail, but it was her blue eyes that mostly caught his attention.


“Hi, Mandy, so good to meet you in person,” he smiled copiously, and for a good reason. If first impressions counted, she had excelled without saying a word.


“Morning, Luke,” Mandy returned the smile. “This is my colleague, Ashley. I hope you don’t mind me inviting her along?”


“Not at all,” Luke was genuinely pleased. It would make the awkwardness of the situation a little easier.


To avoid a strained handshake, hug, or just looking blankly at each other, Luke quickly opened the 4x4 door for his guests. He had left the air conditioner on; he knew the comfort it brought, and it would be welcome even at this time of the morning.


Jumping behind the wheel, Luke slipped the vehicle into gear. “You two are going to love it out there.”


Mandy laughed. “We’ll see about that. I’m a city girl. I don’t like things with hair, fur, teeth or fangs, and I’ve heard stories about your outback.”


“You’ll be fine, I promise. I can’t say I’m too partial to some of the desert wildlife either.”


“Where are you taking us?” Ashley asked excitedly.


“Good question,” Luke said and pointed to a GPS mounted on the windscreen. “We’re going to a place I have never been before. It’s about 80 km from here.”


“Why so far?” Mandy asked a little nervously.


“So, as you know, I work in the observatory, and we track satellites, rockets, comets, those sorts of things. I also enjoy looking at high-res images of Earth. Last week I was looking at an area on a Maxar image at our location. I was just curious about where we are and what’s around us. About 80 km away to the East is this curious little round blob. I’m assuming it’s water, a spring, or something like that. I can’t be sure.”


“I’m guessing there’s no road out there?” Mandy said. “This place is already very isolated.”


Luke chuckled. “It certainly is isolated, and that’s part of the beauty of this place. But we will travel on the dirt road to Alice Springs for the first 60 km. We turn off around there. The last 20 km, we go off the beaten track, a bit of four-wheel driving. It will get a bit bumpy.”


“I hope you know what you are doing?” Mandy sounded very concerned.


“I hope you have some spare tyres,” Ashley sounded apprehensive as she watched the ruggedness of the land passing by.


“I have,” Luke glanced over his shoulder at Ashley. “I have a lot of respect for the outback. I have two spares, an EPIRB and gallons of water.”


“What’s an EPIRB,” Ashley asked.


“An Emergency Position Indicating Beacon. Here,” Luke pulled a yellow box-like device from the centre consul. “You need to know this. If something were to happen, like an accident or breakdown, and I’m incapacitated, you need to press this button. It will send an emergency signal to a rescue organisation and give our exact location.”


“Sounds logical,” Mandy picked up the device and studied it.


“I can’t guarantee what we will find out there, but let’s just enjoy it for what it is. This harshness and the total isolation can be very therapeutic.”


Mandy relaxed slightly. “Okay, Mr Kahn, show us the way.”


Luke looked at Mandy sideways. “How do you know my surname?”


Mandy just smiled. “We know a lot about you, Luke.”


Luke shook his head gently. “Oh, yeah. I was warned.”


“I’m guessing you also know we can’t talk about what we do, and our outing today is already logged.”


“Yes,” Luke nodded. “My boss has already warned me to expect this. I’m okay with it; no worries, mate. My job is not so secretive, and I’m sure you already know what I do, but there are also certain operational aspects I can’t discuss.” 


“So, we have an understanding then?” Mandy confirmed


“Yep,” Luke smiled. “Of course.”


“Well,” Ashley commented from the rear, “I’m glad we got that little formality over with. Now, let’s enjoy what this vast expanse of nothingness has to offer.”







As the vehicle rolled to a stop, Mandy looked at the imposing boulder in front of them. The landscape had become more rugged as they deviated off the dirt road connecting the station to the nearest town. There were more shrubs now, but they looked dead and weather-beaten. It surprised her how anything could grow in such a harsh environment.


Luke disconnected the GPS from the windshield. “That’s about as far as I can bring the car. It should be about two kilometres dead ahead. Wait here a minute, and I’ll see what’s over the rise. I’ll be back shortly.”


Luke hopped out of the car, then, checking the GPS and his bearings, strode off around the boulder with determination in his step.


“He seems like a nice guy,” Ashley said as she settled back in her seat.


“Yeah,” Mandy agreed.


“Be careful,” Ashley giggled a warning.


Mandy laughed. “Please, Ashley.”


Ashley lightly punched the back of Mandy’s seat. “Well, I’m not interested in boys, so he’s all yours.”


“Ashley,” Mandy exclaimed with a smile.


“So you guys started chatting with sign language through the window? How did that happen?”


“I don’t know, it just did. It’s a bit awkward because our conversations were all of two minutes a day, so it was a bit strange.”


“Sounds romantic to me.”


“Ash,” Mandy warned her friend. “You know I’m not ready for a relationship. In any case, there’s our division.”


“But meeting via sign language? That’s got to be better than Tinder.”


“Ashley, please!” Mandy exclaimed but allowed a giggle to escape. She quickly changed the subject. “Did you feel the heat when he opened the door? It’s like an oven out there, and he wants us to walk a mile in it?”


Luke suddenly appeared from around the boulder.


“Well, he’s smiling,” Ashley said through her teeth.


The driver’s door flew open, and Luke jumped in, bringing a blast of hot air with him.


“Good news, it looks like an easy walk from here. The bad news….”


“We have to walk in the blazing sun,” Mandy interrupted.


“Well, yes, sadly. But she’ll be right, mate - we can always come back to the car if you struggle with the heat.”


“We’ll be fine. Let’s go before it gets even hotter,” Ashley said and got out of the car.


Mandy followed Ashley while Luke shut the engine off and went around the back of the vehicle. He loaded a backpack with the EPIRB, water bottles and sunscreen. Taking a fresh tube of sunblock and two water bottles, he handed them to the girls.


“Keep yourselves hydrated and keep slapping that stuff on any exposed skin. And always wear your hats,” Luke instructed firmly.


The girls obliged, and soon they were trudging through the sand and rocks with Luke in the lead, who constantly checked his GPS and the rocky surrounds.


“Are there snakes out here?” Mandy asked Luke.


Luke looked back at her. “Sure, they’ll be here, but I doubt you will see any. Just watch where you step.


“Nice,” Mandy hissed back to Ashley.


“Don’t worry; I’ll look after you,” Luke reassured his companions.


The heat was oppressive, and Mandy’s anxiety began to rise. She looked back at Ashley, who didn’t seem to care where her feet fell; she was intently looking at her surroundings. Mandy noticed a candid smile on Ashley’s face. She checked the ground before her, then looked at the dry, baked earth that surrounded their world. Mandy realised they had gone no more than 100 yards, and already she didn’t know which way the car was located.


“Luke,” Mandy surprised herself at how worried her voice sounded. “Do you know how to get back to the car?”


Luke stopped and turned to face her. She could tell he heard the anxiety in her tone.


“Yes, I’m very good with directions. So long as the sun is shining, I always have my bearings. My Dad taught me how to navigate with the sun. Besides, I’ve entered the car’s position in the GPS. It will take us right back there if necessary.”


“What if the battery in the GPS dies?” Mandy asked.


“Good question,” Luke smiled and pulled a spare nine-volt battery from his top pocket. “My rule-number-one when walking in the bush - take a spare battery with you. And as a last resort, I have a magnetic compass,” he smiled as he patted another pocket.


Mandy relaxed for the first time. Finally, she felt comfortable in his company. He seemed competent in what he was doing.


“Smart move, Lucas Kahn,” she said dryly.


Luke laughed. “Thank you, Mandy, of unknown surname. Let’s go and see what that mysterious dot is on my map. Not far now,” he turned to keep moving. “And drink some water, you two.”







By the time Luke called a halt to their short walk, all three of them were perspiring profusely. Broken boulders stood sentinel around the trio, casting welcome shards of shade, which they took advantage of.


“According to my GPS, this is where I saw that dot,” Luke said with slight disappointment.


“Well,” Mandy wiped some sweat from her brow, “not all is in vain, this place is beautiful.”


Luke was surprised. “I didn’t think the beauty would grow on you so fast.”


“I’ve surprised myself too,” Mandy stood with her hands on her hips. She moved a bit closer to the boulder that cast a relieving shadow.


“Just listen to the silence,” Ashley mused. “I can’t believe how isolated we are.”


“I’ll give you a fun fact,” Luke grinned as he opened his bottle of water. “Apart from the people at our station and the population of Alice Springs, in about half an hour, the next closest human habitation will be the crew on the International Space Station.”


“You’re kidding,” Mandy exclaimed.


“Nope, the ISS will pass overhead in, about… yeah, 23 minutes. They’ll be about 600 kilometres overhead. Adelaide is further away.”


Mandy looked at Ashley. “A bit scary, when you put it in perspective.”


“Now that we’re here,” Luke said, “let’s explore this area a bit. Stay close to me, don’t separate. I’m sure there is a circular clearing of sorts somewhere right next to us. If nothing, we’ll go back to the car and have something to eat.”


“You brought food?” Ashley asked.


“Of course,” Luke winked. “I always carry emergency rations with me, but I keep more substantial food in the vehicle. I try to think of everything.”


“How about an ice-cold beer?” Mandy joked.


“Can’t help there, I’m afraid,” Luke laughed. “This area is what is called a dry zone. No alcohol allowed. However, an ice-cold coke I can do.”


Ashley slapped her friend’s shoulder with the back of her hand and gave her a telling wink. Mandy tried to ignore her.


The trio moved back into the sun with Luke leading and rounded the boulder. Almost immediately, Luke stopped in his tracks.


“Here it is!” he exclaimed. “I knew I had the coordinates right.”


The three of them were looking at a perfectly circular pool of crystal-clear water. It was no bigger than a garden swimming pool, and the water reflected the cool, inviting pale blue colour of the sky overhead. The western side abutted a slight rise where two huge rocks rested against each other. Where the rocks touched was a natural cave, through which a very thin trickle of water entered the pool. There was no visible sign that the overflow ran out of the basin.


The three friends stared at the vista in awe.


“It’s beautiful,” Mandy said dreamily.


“An oasis in a desert,” Ashley said. “Literally.”


“A hidden one at that,” Luke said to himself. “Incredible.”


They walked down to the edge of the pool and looked into the clear water, trying to determine the depth.


“Look at that,” Mandy said in awe as she pointed to a rock the size of a house at the edge of the water.


“What?” Ashley asked.


“Pictographs,” Mandy said. “I’ve never seen real ones before.”


“Wow,” Luke marvelled, “we call them rock paintings. They must be ancient.”


The trio walked over to the base of the rock and took in the ancient art. Luke suggested it was probably tens of thousands of years old. Preserved in the shade of a slight overhang, the paintings showed images of people and animals. Kangaroos were very distinct.


“I’ll bet we are the first westerners ever to lay eyes on this art,” Luke suggested.


Ashley looked intently at a silhouette of a hand. “I’ve heard of these hand paintings and seen pictures but seeing this with my own eyes is surreal.”


Luke smiled. “It looks like the community that lived here had plenty of food, and of course, all this water.”


“What makes you say that?” Mandy asked.


“Well, some of them have big bellies. They are well fed.”


Mandy laughed. “Typical male. Those with big tummies are pregnant women. Look, the pregnant ones have breasts.”


Luke blushed slightly. “Oh yes, you’re probably right.” He fought hard to stop himself from casting a glance at Mandy’s chest and quickly changed the subject. “I’ll bet this is a sacred Aboriginal site. I’ll have to come back with my camera and take detailed photos of the rock art and report this find. I think there is a law that says we have a duty to do that. And we can’t touch any of it either. Apparently, the oil from our fingertips can damage the material they used to paint with.”


Luke stepped to the water’s edge, kneeled and scooped some water into his cupped hand.


“Be careful,” Mandy warned.


Luke stopped. “Why?”


“There might be one of those blue-ringed octopus things in there or an Eeroo-can-jee jellyfish thing that you guys breed here.”


“Or a crocodile,” Ashley added.


Luke burst out laughing. “No, you get those in the sea. It’s an Irukandji jellyfish. You pronounce it iru-can-ji. You guys are funny.” 


He scooped up another handful of water and touched his tongue to it.


“And?” Mandy asked.


“It’s fresh water. I thought it might be saline.” Luke stood and looked around. “I’m not a hydrogeologist, but I would think the water table is slightly higher beneath those hills over there, to the west. And since the water table flows downhill, that's what's recharging this pool, which means the waterhole will be rain-fed or seasonal. Because the flow seeping out of that rise is so minimal, the water in this pool drains into the underlying porous rock and sand, or simply evaporates in the heat, so there is no outflow.”


“So because it is flowing, it is fresh,” Ashley commented.


“Yep. Otherwise, it will be pretty salty. You want to fill your water bottles?”


“If I knew you better, I’d prefer a swim,” Mandy said.


“Be my guest. I’ll retreat behind that rock if you like.”


Mandy laughed. “No, another time, thanks. A cold Cola sounds more appealing right now.”


“Another time?” Lucas repeated, a touch of excitement in his voice. “Next time, I’ll bring a picnic basket, a beach umbrella and an esky.”


“What’s an esky?” Ashley asked.


“An ice box. Something you put ice in to keep things cold.”


“Oh, a cooler box. In that case,” Mandy ventured, “I might accept another invitation. Might.”


Luke’s spirits soared. “Let’s keep this place our secret for now. That shouldn’t be hard for you girls, should it?”


They both laughed. “This place,” Mandy gestured to the water. “Sure, but what we did here and what we spoke about, sorry, buddy, but that’s going into my report. Standard procedure, you know,” she said in a mocking tone.


“Too easy,” Luke smiled. “Understood. But good luck finding something to write about.”










CHAPTER SEVEN
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“Morning, people,” George called out as he entered the room. “Anything for me?”


A chorus of ‘morning Boss’ and ‘morning Sir’ reverberated around the station.


“Please assemble in the secure room in 30 minutes. I need to give you all a briefing after what happened last night.”


A mumble of acknowledgement rumbled through the ops room.


Mandy stood and walked over to George’s office.


“Morning, Amanda. How was your outing?” George tried to sound formal.


“Very enjoyable, George,” Mandy dropped the formality. “I’ve sent you my report. Ashley came with me, and she has also logged her report with you. Really, nothing to say. Just a nice day out in the blazing desert with a decent Australian man.”


“Thanks. I’ll read it later.”


“I can’t believe Russia actually pulled the trigger,” Mandy said quietly.


“Yes, disappointing.”


Mandy looked back at her desk. “Oh, shit!”


“What?” George looked alarmed. He was already tense with the Russian invasion unfolding in Ukraine.


“The channel has pinged,” Mandy whispered as she ran out the door.


“Go,” George fired off an instruction after her, but he was too slow.


Mandy slipped her headphones on and listened intently. A metallic voice echoed through her speakers. The voice was filtered to disguise the person’s vocal tones, but it was easily understood. It sounded creepy, and a chill ran down Mandy’s spine. The conversation ended abruptly, and Mandy replayed it, listening carefully.


“Yes?” the first voice answered the call.


“Password?” the caller said.


“Catalyst 1996.”


There was a pause.


“Eight niner seven six Bravo, today at Zulu one three zero seven. Activate Juliet Lima Seven for three point seven seconds exact. Repeat at five hours twenty-seven minutes and twelve seconds after termination of first activation. Must be five hours twenty-seven minutes and twelve seconds after termination, repeat, after termination.”


“Copied that.”


“Good.” 


The line went dead.


Mandy took her headphones off and pushed back into her chair. She realised there wasn’t much to work on.


“What did you get?” George asked. He was standing over her shoulder.


“Not much. They were using a filter to disguise their voices. I doubt anyone at HQ can reverse it.”


“And the content?”


“Easy to understand. Just a series of numbers, times and instructions.”


“Okay, thanks. Please send it to me.”


“Sure, Boss. A bit of a coincidence they pinged this just hours after Russia launched its war?”


“That’s not for us to consider. We just collect the information as instructed. Right, meeting in the secure room. Let’s go.”


Mandy walked past Ashley as she stood, and they entered the secure room together. 


“How’s the sunburn on your neck?” Mandy asked her.


“Not too bad. I should have reapplied that Factor 50 more often.”


“Crazy that just about everything in the Australian outback is designed to kill you. If the sun doesn’t kill you, the heat will, or rather, the thirst. And I can’t get over the fact that nine of the world’s ten deadliest snakes are on our doorstep.”


Ashley laughed. “So I guess you’re not going out there again.”


“Oh no, I enjoyed it. If Luke asks me again, I will go.”


“He’ll ask you. You can count on it. Did you see the way he was looking at you?”


“Oh, get out. He wasn’t. Anyway, I’m not interested in him that way.”


Ashley pretended to choke. “Oh, yes you are.”


“Okay,” George raised his voice to the assembled people and shut the door. “This won’t take long. As you have heard, Russia invaded Ukraine last night. Our colleagues at Bravo Nine are already inundated with surveillance orders, so they will be spreading the load onto us for now. This means our workload will increase. Unfortunately, you may have to increase your hours.”


“No problem, Boss,” someone said from the back of the room. “There’s nowhere to go and nothing else to do.”


A suppressed chuckle drifted across the room. George just smiled in response. 


“Disappointingly, Putin has rattled his atomic sabre. We need to be particularly vigilant for any reference anyone makes regarding nuclear, alright?”


The gathered office nodded their understanding.


“One last thing, Putin believes this war will last just three days. His troops are heading for Kyiv as we speak. He has a massive force, and three days may be a possibility. However, sources warn against underestimating Ukrainian determination. It could go on for much longer. At 08:00 and 16:00 every day, I will brief you all in this room about the situation over there. As always, never believe what you see on social media or any of the news channels. You get your news from me only. Clear?”


Everyone mumbled their agreement.


“Great, now let’s get back to work.”


Ashley grabbed Mandy’s arm as they walked out. “This might put a damper on any outing you have planned.”


Mandy scowled at her friend. “Yeah, it sure will.”


“At least you can still talk to each other through the window.”


This time Mandy grabbed Ashley’s arm. “Ash, nobody must find out about that. I don’t know what protocols it would break, but I am sure there will be many.”


“Don’t worry, your secret is safe with me,” Ashley smiled with a wink.







It had been well over a week since Mandy had needed to speak with George. She knocked on the glass partition and entered George’s office, taking a seat, uninvited.


“Another broadcast,” she sighed, slipping a sheet of paper on the desk.


George picked it up and glanced at the text. “Any ideas?” He was a man of few words.


“Nope. No idea. That’s the third message since the Russian war started. Three in one month. Virtually the same message, just slightly different timings. George, are you sure they are originating outside USA?”


“As far as I am told, they originate outside the USA, possibly from Australia, and terminate in the USA.” He put the sheet of paper in a drawer.


“Could it have anything to do with the secret document that was stolen by Delta Five?”


“I have no idea,” George shrugged. “Why do you ask?”


“I don’t know,” Mandy sighed. “It doesn’t have anything to do with any current world events, even though the signal ties in with the Russian invasion of Ukraine, so I was looking at any unusual event. It’s confusing. Delta Five crossed my mind. I just wouldn’t put anything past him. Suppose he has documentary evidence of something that would change the course of the war or history if it fell into the wrong hands. That document would be worth billions to the right person.”


“I know,” George agreed. “Sadly, I think that might be the case. The question is, if he gets pushed into a corner, will he act and sell that document, whatever it is?”


“Surely, they would… I mean surely…”


“Agent Richardson,” George stopped her. “Our job is to gather information, just like a host of other institutions, and feed them to the right people. They will make the correct decision. I live in the comfort that the right people will do the right thing. All I can do is the best at what I am good at. And that goes for you.”


Mandy sighed, thanked her boss for the pep talk, and left his office. She walked past Ashley, who was looking tired and a little thinner than usual.


“Coffee?” Mandy asked.


“Sure, thanks,” Ashley smiled weakly. “Have you seen Luke lately?”


“Nope, not since our outing. I’ve checked the window, but nothing.”


“I know. I see you there three or four times a day,” Ashley nodded at the window. “You’re wearing a path in the carpet.”


Mandy slapped her shoulder in a friendly way and went over to the coffee station. Once the coffees were made, she strolled to the window. The window opposite was vacant. Disappointed, she cast her eyes over the harsh landscape. She remembered the secret pool they had discovered and actually felt a slight longing to return, to dip in and wash all her stresses away.


The cryptic messages she had heard were bugging her. Somehow, she thought, there was something very sinister in all of this. It was calculated, precise and very unhurried. It was unnerving her.


Suddenly she caught a movement in her peripheral vision. It was Luke, standing with his cup of coffee, watching her. Her heart skipped a beat.


“Hello,” he signed.


Mandy put her cup down. “Hello.”


“Where you been?”


“Here. Very busy.”


“I’ve been here 10:10 am every day.”


“Really?” Mandy signed back and smiled. 


“I thought you dumped me,” Luke signed, then quickly ran his fingers through his hair to disguise his sign language. Someone had asked him something, and he replied quickly.


“We not dating,” Mandy replied. “I can’t dump you.”


Luke raised his hand to sign something, then stopped. He tried again. Mandy realised he was trying to formulate the right words.


“What?” Mandy asked over the short distance.


Luke smiled. “Please date me.”


Mandy laughed silently and looked over her shoulder to see if anyone noticed her unusual behaviour. Ashley was watching her intently. Mandy suddenly blushed.


Ashley waved the back of her hand at Mandy as if pushing her away and mouthed the words ‘go, go’.


Mandy turned back to Luke. “Why should I date you?”


“I like you. I’ve missed you.”


“You have?” Mandy said aloud, then covered her mouth in embarrassment.


“Yes,” Luke signed.


Mandy was even more embarrassed that he had read her lips.


“Tuesday?” Luke asked.


“Wednesday.”


“Wednesday, 4:00 am. Your gate.


“5:00 am, Don’t be late.”


Luke laughed silently, then carefully blew her a kiss, which caught Mandy by surprise. She turned quickly and walked out of view. 


“What happened?” Ashley whispered hoarsely. 


“We’re dating; can you fathom that?”


“Shit, girl. Way to go,” Ashley grinned. “Tell me about it in the canteen. I’ve got a problem going on here. Russia is deliberately attacking Ukraine’s 4G network. Their comms are being wiped out, which is leaving their defence blind.”


Mandy nodded and returned to her station. She was a bit confused by the last 10 minutes, but at this stage, she really couldn’t care. She needed a break, and she was going to take it.







Across the barbed wire fence, inside the Australian facility, Sharon came into the control room at almost a run. She looked flustered.


“Everyone, listen up. Ukraine’s internet service has been disrupted, and their forces are in the dark.”


Luke’s heart sank. He wondered if there was ever any end to Putin’s machinations. He was always surprised by the wicked variations and strategies Putin had in his war chest.


“Internet is vital to the Ukrainians,” Sharon continued, “so Musk is moving some of his Starlink satellites over their territory. It’s happening now, and Northern Hemisphere will move into shadow in 43 minutes.”


“43 minutes!” Matt exclaimed. “Give me the coordinates quickly. I don’t think the dish is close enough.”


“They’re on your screen now,” Sharon shouted.


Matt attacked his keyboard frantically.


Sharon looked at Luke. “Where is Big Boy pointed? Quick.”


Luke automatically hammered the keys on his consul. The frenzy was chaotic, with a great deal of shouting over each other.


“Got it!” Matt shouted above the din. “We can get into position with 16 seconds to spare.”


“Crikey,” Luke exclaimed as he hammered a key. “That was close.”


“Thanks, guys,” Sharon said as she turned to leave. “I’ll tell Elon you lot are heroes.”


“You got Elon Musk’s private number?” Matt asked in surprise.


“Hell, yeah,” Sharon smiled back.


Luke groaned as he collapsed in a chair. “Well, tell him from us we need more than 43 minutes to move Big Boy next time.”


Luke waited an hour before walking downstairs to Sharon’s office. He felt she should be in a good mood, especially after the heroics they had just performed. And besides, she would probably be in high spirits after talking to Elon Musk.


He knocked on her door. “Hey, Sharon, can I ask you a favour?”


“Sure, come in. Thanks for what you guys did up there.”


“Yeah, no worries, Boss. All in a day’s work.”


“What can I do for you?”


“Please, could I change my RDO from Tuesday to Wednesday next week?”


“That shouldn’t be a problem. What’s up? You okay?”


“Yeah, fine, thanks. I’m going on a date.”


“A date?” Sharon raised an eyebrow. “Who with?”


“One of the girls from the US station. I met her a while back, and I offered to show her a bit of the outback.”


“Oh yes, I remember. Okay, I’ll modify the roster. I’m sure one of the guys won’t mind swapping with you.”


“Thanks,” Luke stood to leave.


“Luke, be careful. And don’t ask too many…”


“I know, I know. Thanks, Sharon.”










CHAPTER EIGHT
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“You didn’t have any problems taking today off?” Mandy asked as she watched the red arid earth pass by relentlessly.


“No,” Luke replied with a smile. “My boss is very understanding. We’re flat out like a lizard drinking with this whole Ukraine thing, but we have a good team. You guys must be off your feet too.”


Mandy didn’t answer - she watched as the landscape began to take on an increasingly rugged character. She turned slightly to look at Luke.


“A lizard drinking?” she shook her head slightly and smiled. “Tell me more about yourself. I hardly know you.”


Luke cast a glance at his travelling companion. “I think you do.”


“Just the basics, but I want to know more about the man called Luke.”


Luke laughed. “Well, alright, I was born in Melbourne. I spent time working for the Bureau of Meteorology there. I was engaged to be married to a girl from Queensland, but my fiancé had an undiagnosed cardiac complaint, and she passed before we could be married. I haven’t dated anyone since then.”


“I’m sorry to hear that,” Mandy empathised with him. “How long ago was that?”


“Four years ago. You’re my first ‘date’ since then, so believe me when I tell you I am very nervous.”


Now Mandy laughed. “This is hardly a ‘date’, Luke Kahn.”


“I thought it was. I’m offended,” Luke clutched his chest, feigning a broken heart. “I even packed a bouquet of flowers and a bottle of bubbly in the esky.”


“You didn’t?” Mandy exclaimed, not quite sure if she should believe him.


“Well, maybe not the flowers, and the bubbly is Diet Coke.”


Mandy laughed again and backhanded his shoulder. “You crazy guy.”


“Half a date?” Luke almost implored.


“A partial date then,” Mandy compromised.


When they arrived where they had parked on the previous visit, Luke got to work unloading the back of the vehicle. Mandy was pleasantly surprised when he passed her a small shade gazebo and asked her to carry it. He then gave her the GPS and spare battery, with quick instructions on how to locate their secret oasis and how to return to the vehicle in case of an emergency. Hooking the EPIRB on his belt, Luke lifted a blue and white esky from the boot and closed the doors.


The walk to the pool seemed to go much faster this time. Luke knew the way without the GPS, and Mandy followed, admiring the harsh, barren land that surrounded them. The colours of the stones seemed a deeper pink and apricot this time around. The last time they had more orange tones. This surprised her because the sky was still the same - totally cloudless. Thankfully, she thought, the temperature was a little more tolerable.


Arriving at the pool, they paused to soak in the stark beauty and contrast between the hazardous desert and gentle, life-giving water.


“Gosh,” Mandy sighed, “this really is spectacular.”


“What an oasis,” Luke marvelled. “Look at all the footprints of the creatures that visit this waterhole.”


Mandy looked at the crisscross of tracks made in the sand by countless birds, mammals, reptiles, marsupials and insects.


Mandy dropped to her haunches and looked carefully at a line of strange imprints. “Do you know what made these footprints? Can you identify them?” Mandy asked Luke in fascination.


“Nah,” Luke said as he kneeled beside Mandy. “Some of them, maybe, but I’m not that good in the bush. That looks like a kangaroo or wallaby, I think, and this one here,” he prodded a print with his finger, “must be an emu. It looks like a big bird. What I find fascinating is that no Westerner that I know of has ever laid eyes on this place except us.”


“You must wonder what other natural treasures are out here,” Mandy marvelled.


They kneeled quietly, simply listening to the silence and soaking in the vista.


“Come on,” Mandy interrupted the peace, “put this shade thing up; I’m cooking here.”


They walked down to the water’s edge, where a small patch of reddish sand offered a slice of level ground. Luke dumped all the gear he was carrying and relieved Mandy of the gazebo, which he immediately assembled. The esky was placed between two deck chairs that miraculously appeared from two thin nylon bags Luke had carried over his shoulders.


“Take a seat,” Luke offered Mandy, waving his hand theatrically. 


She took a chair and wriggled slightly to settle the legs into the sand. Luke took the other seat and opened the esky, retrieving two bottles of ice-cold water.


“Drink this first, Mandy. It’s important to stay hydrated in the desert.”


“This is heaven,” Mandy mulled as she took a sip of the liquid. “Thanks, Luke.”


“No worries,” he replied. “I’m afraid, though, I can’t cook you a hot meal out here. I hope you like cold pizza.”


Mandy chuckled. “I love cold pizza.”


“We had it in the canteen yesterday.” 


They sat quietly, enjoying the surroundings, the calm and peace. They said nothing; they both needed this little slice of isolation, away from the madness of the world.


Luke took Mandy’s empty water bottle after she downed her last drop. “A glass of bubbly?”


Mandy looked over at Luke. “Sure, thanks. What else have you got in there?” Mandy asked.


“Just some bubbly and a cold pizza.”


Mandy laughed again. She enjoyed his light humour. Typically Australian, she thought. “Tell me about your sister. Was she born deaf?”


Luke opened a can of Coke and passed it over. “Yes, but it has never been a problem for her. She has a good job at the Bureau of Met, where I used to work. She’s married to a great guy and has two kids. Mandy, am I allowed to ask you about…. you?”


Mandy took a deep sigh. “You know, Luke, it’s probably best you don’t. I can’t really talk about what I do, and the less you know about me and my job, the better. Let’s not complicate what is already a complicated situation.”


“I didn’t realise it was already complicated,” Luke winked at her. “But I understand. I even expected this, so I’ll live with it.”


“Thanks, Luke,” Mandy smiled back.


“Hey, you wearing your togs under your clothes?”


“Togs? As in swimsuit?”


“Yeah, togs, bathers, Speedos, sometimes known as budgie smugglers - well, that’s for men.”


Mandy burst out laughing just as she took a swig of her coke. Foam sprayed everywhere.


“You Australians are crazy,” Mandy giggled after she composed herself and mopped Cola off her T-shirt. “Where on earth do you come up with these sayings?”


It was the first time Luke saw Mandy laugh; her smile was captivating, and he was suddenly at a loss for words.


“Yes,” she said, “I have my togs underneath, and yes, a swim would be great.”


They stood and stripped down to their swimwear. Luke tried not to look at Mandy’s shapely body but found it almost impossible. Mandy noticed, but smiling inwardly, she glanced away. Just as they were about to enter the water, Luke reached back to the chairs and took their hats.


“Best wear your hat in there,” he said, handing Mandy hers. “The sun’s dangerous out here.”


Mandy slipped her hat on her head and tucked a few stray hairs away. She took two paces towards the water, then quickly backtracked. 


“Yikes,” she exclaimed. “The ground is so hot, and these rocks are sharp.”


Luke laughed. “I can tell you’re a city girl!” He looked at her petite feet; her toenails immaculately painted in a striking scarlet that enhanced the femininity of her firm porcelain skin. “Here, let me help you,” he said, as his heart pounded.


Luke put his hands around Mandy’s waist and lifted her easily to him. She threw her arms over his shoulders and involuntarily wrapped her legs around his torso. A rush of lust flooded Luke’s body as he felt her firm breasts press against his chest. Turning slowly, he carefully walked to the water’s edge, stepping gingerly on the shards of broken rock. The discomfort of the intense heat on the soles of his feet was softened by the sensations of holding Mandy in his arms.


As Luke entered the water, Mandy noticed the strength in his firm shoulders, carefully sliding her hands over his back. She traced and savoured his contours as the cool water surrounded her body. 


When the water reached their necks, Mandy felt Luke’s arms move from her hips to caress her back and shoulders. There was a comforting strength in his arms, and she leaned in closer to hug him snugly. Feeling dreamy and quite sensual, Mandy loosened her grip around his torso with her legs, but only slightly. It felt good being close to him. Leaning back to look up at Luke, she could see a tender longing in his blue eyes, a silent enquiring. 


Mandy smiled coyly, she was melting beneath him. Cupping her hands to his cheeks with Luke offering no resistance, they gently and passionately began kissing. 


Luke’s fingers found their way to the strings on Mandy’s bikini top, and he tugged tentatively at the knot between her shoulders. Mandy didn’t object, so he pulled more firmly. The knot gave, and as the strings floated free, Luke carefully moved her top away. It was a liberating sensation for them both, and Mandy groaned softly as she felt the water’s caress.


As Luke’s hand brushed against her erect nipple she sucked her breath in. A wave of warmth and longing flooded her body as he held her breast and squeezed gently. Mandy felt his need against her and responded by lightening her grip with her thighs, pulling her hips to his as they kissed with more urgency.


Mandy needed more, her lust for this man was spiralling recklessly. It confused her - she had never felt such overwhelming desires. Reaching for Luke’s hand, she gently guided it to the knot on the side of her bikini bottoms. She was giving him permission, and a sense of relief washed through her as she felt the last of her bikini drift away.


As her kisses spread along Luke’s neck and over his shoulders, her breath caught as she felt Luke’s hand tremble while he freed his only piece of clothing. She then knew his need for her was just as powerful as hers was for him. Without resistance, she let Luke gently lower her downward.







With the chairs to one side, they lay naked on their towels, facing one another. Luke pulled a wedge of pizza out of the box and offered it to Mandy.


“I’ve had too much to eat; thanks,” Mandy said dreamily.


Luke returned the slice to the box. “The sun will be down soon. We should get back to the car before dark.”


“I don’t want to leave,” Mandy said softly. “I can feel a magic about this place. It’s been a very bizarre day.”


“I’ve felt a magic with you, Mandy. Next Wednesday?”


“Another date, Luke Kahn?” Mandy giggled teasingly.


“I’d have another date with you tomorrow if I could.”


“Me too,” Mandy mused. “But…”


“Hey, Mandy?” Luke propped himself on his elbow. “Can you get two days off next week? I want to spend a night here with you.”


Mandy turned and rested on both elbows. “Luke, you know I’m a city girl. Camping is not my thing.”


“I’ll make it as comfortable for you as possible. You need to see the stars from out here. It’s magnificent, truly amazing. It will be an experience you will never forget.”


“I don’t think my boss will give me two days off with the current situation. Maybe when things slow down a bit.”


“Well, how about we leave at first light? I’ll get you back before your shift starts.”


Mandy smiled. “That could work,” she said hesitantly.


“Excellent,” Luke leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. “You won’t regret it. We need to go now, but first, I must take a quick dip and find our togs.”


Mandy laughed as she stood. “I’ll come and help you.”


“Wait,” Luke said, still lying on his towel. He was looking up at Mandy’s nakedness. “Please just stand there for a moment. I’ve never seen anything so beautiful.”


Mandy struck a seductive pose and laughed. “Well, I’m all yours, Luke. Now let’s go find my bikini; it cost me a lot of money.”


They found the wayward garments, dressed and packed the empty cans into the esky. Luke folded the gazebo and chairs and stashed them between two rocks.


“May as well leave them here,” he said. “No point in carrying them back and forth, and nobody will ever come here. Now for some practice, I’d like you to find your way back to the car using the GPS. It’s important that you understand this device.”


Mandy found her way without any difficulty; there wasn’t much to it. They drove back in silence, holding hands and exchanging smiles. Luke suggested they agree on two time slots during the day to try to meet at the window because, as the last month proved, workloads prevented a steady flow of communication.


“Luke,” Mandy became serious. “I never put in my report that we have been communicating with sign language. I’m going to keep it that way. I have only told Ashley, and she will keep that confidential. Please don’t tell anyone either.”


“I won’t,” Luke replied. “But that brings me to another issue, just to complicate our relationship even further. Why can’t I email or text you?”


“That won’t work, Luke. They won’t allow that while I work there.”


“But surely…”


“No, Luke,” Mandy cut him off firmly. “For starters, all private cell phones, laptops and electronic equipment must be handed in at the front. Nothing goes into the facility, no exceptions. Besides, all my communications are vetted. Maybe in time, once the office understands our situation, but not now. This has all happened too quickly, even for me. I didn’t intend for this.”


“What happens if you get transferred, or if I do? Then how will I ever find you again?”


“I’ll find you, Luke. That’s my job. Now, no more questions, please.”


Luke reluctantly nodded his acceptance. Mandy gave his hand a gentle squeeze of reassurance, and that sealed the discussion.










CHAPTER NINE
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“George,” Mandy walked into her supervisor’s office without knocking this time. “The channel pinged. Same message, just with slight variations to the numbers.”


George put down the folder he was reading. “Head office isn’t going to like this. They have no idea what it is all about, and they need more information.”


“I’ll analyse it further, but whoever is transmitting is very careful. Password, then instructions, and very brief - oh, the password changed today. I forgot to mention that.”


“So,” George tapped his pen on the table. “The question we must put to head office is how did Caller One communicate the change of password?”


“I’m already on that, Boss.”


“What about your report on your day in the desert?”


“Nothing further to report; just a nice day exploring with a nice Australian man. There was no need for me to submit another report, but I’ll do it if you want.”


George waved a dismissive hand. “And? What’s going on there?”


Mandy sighed. “I like him. We like each other. He understands not to discuss work; I’ve made it clear we don’t discuss politics, religion or anything personal about me. I think he’s not interested in the slightest. He still doesn’t know my surname.”


“Is this getting serious, or could it get serious?”


“No,” Mandy lied. “We’re just friends. If it does, you will be the first to know. Besides, it’s a nice break from here. It clears my mind.”


“You know the policy?” George reminded her.


“Yes, George. I know. Don’t worry. We discuss nothing sensitive. By the way, next Wednesday we’re going out again, and we will return late. There’s some celestial event he’s keen to show me. Don’t send out the National Guard if I’m not home by midnight.”


George smiled to cover his embarrassment. “No, but you are specialised US Government property with a very special security clearance, and you are my responsibility, like it or not. Take a tracker with you.”


“No need, George,” Mandy smiled broadly as she stood to leave. “He’s very cautious. He has a GPS and one of those EPIRB devices. I’ll be in good hands.”


“Take a tracker,” George said dryly.


Mandy sighed in resignation. “Alright, George. I’ll take a tracker.”







Ashley put a cup of coffee on Mandy’s desk, momentarily breaking her concentration.


“Thanks,” Mandy said, taking her headphones off.


“So?” Ashley whispered.


Mandy giggled. “He’s a nice guy. I do like him.”


“And?” Ashley prompted.


“Let’s just say we are going back on Wednesday. He wants to show me the night sky, so we will be back late this time.”


“You go girl,” Ashley gently tapped Mandy’s forearm, then returned to her station.


Mandy reflected on the previous day’s events, replaying in her mind how she had felt; the serenity she had experienced, and the euphoria of being held by a man, of being wanted and needed. She took a sip of her coffee and checked the time. It was too early to stand by the window, but the temptation was strong. She forced herself to put her headphones on and continue with her work.


It wasn’t long before George called out to everyone in the room to assemble in the Secure Room for a briefing. There were only six people in the control room that morning. They obediently moved to a room that was shielded from all external signals. Only in that room could confidential matters be discussed.


“Good morning, everyone,” George said and closed the door. “We have an unusual situation that I need to bring you into.


“Agent Richardson was tasked a while back to monitor a certain channel that the FBI was interested in. The channel was silent up until the Russian invasion, but the content of the communication doesn’t seem to have anything to do with that. It is very confusing and could be a totally different issue altogether.


“Nevertheless, as nothing untoward can be connected to these messages, and with Russia suddenly attacking Ukraine, resources have been allocated elsewhere, however, not for us. We are now the only agency that will keep a listening watch on the matter. Agent Richardson, please tell us what was contained in those conversations.”


Mandy looked momentarily surprised; she believed that this was top-secret and only for her eyes and ears. She was even more surprised that George decided to bring everyone into it without discussing this with her.


“The voices,” she began slowly, “were scrambled, and the participants, two voices, spoke very briefly on each transmission. It seemed there was a controller who required a password before issuing a set of instructions. The instructions were to activate something at a precise time and for a precise duration. That’s all.”


“Thanks,” George continued. “The FBI believed someone was giving instructions to adjust a satellite’s position. However, the parameters are not consistent with this type of instruction. Ordinarily, an ‘adjustment’ would be calculated in milliseconds, and a sequence of other millisecond adjustments would follow to stabilise the initial adjustment. The time durations on the signal are in full seconds, like one and a half seconds, and there is no stabilising counter adjustment. If this were a satellite, it would be sent out of its orbit entirely.


“Furthermore, the US military reports no unusual activity with any of its satellites, nor do any commercial companies that have eyes in the sky. So, the satellite theory has been shelved for now. 


“However, there is a particular person in the department who has troubling concerns about this. She has asked me as a personal favour to log any conversation that pings anything to do with satellite orbit reconfiguring. I have agreed to help where I can and if we have the resources.”


“Sir,” Ashley raised her hand. “Do you know which country this originates from?”


“No, we don’t know that. We do know the receiver is in the USA. We can’t track the origin at this time. There don’t appear to be any foreign players involved, though. Britain’s MI6, the German BND, France’s DGSE and even Israel’s Mossad don’t have any concerns with unusual satellite activity. Nobody is concerned with these messages, except my colleague. She doesn’t want to let it go.”


Mandy raised her hand. “Could there be a satellite up there we don’t know about?”


“Highly unlikely, but always a possibility. So, please be vigilant, people. Any other questions?”


There were no further questions. George dismissed the meeting, and everyone returned to their stations in silence.










CHAPTER TEN
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When Mandy exited the compound gate, Luke took her carry-all and put it in the back of his SUV. He showed her no affection, and nor did she show him any. They had spoken in sign language only once over the last week, and Mandy was quick to remind him they would be on camera. Once out of view from the facilities, they gave their emotions free reign.


“I missed you,” Luke smiled at Mandy.


“I missed you too,” Mandy giggled; she was relieved to hear these words of affection. “How was your week?”


“Hectic, as usual. And yours?”


“Much the same. You have a lot of gear in the back. Got the kitchen sink in there too?”


Luke laughed. “Almost! I told you I would make your evening comfortable. I had a larger, better shade gazebo sent out to me. They also had these comfy swags, so I added a queen size to the order.”


“What’s a swag?” Mandy asked.


“Oh, it’s like a sleeping bag with a mattress inside. You can get them with covers so you don’t get rained on while you are sleeping; it’s great for keeping insects and things from crawling into bed with you.”


“You have excelled yourself, Mr Kahn,” Mandy joked, which made Luke blush slightly.


The gazebo was a welcome relief from the hot sun, and after two trips to the car, Luke finally set up their camp against the pool’s edge. Food, soft drink, water and basic necessities were in plentiful supply, including a small gas burner and a tin of ground coffee beans.


“You thought of everything, didn’t you?” Mandy admired the basic setup Luke had constructed.


“Yep, it took a bit of planning to get this stuff up from Bunnings and Lone Dingo in Alice Springs, but they pulled through. There’s a lot to be said about online shopping. Feel like a swim?”


“Are you kidding?” Mandy laughed.


Mandy took off her shorts and T-shirt, revealing a blue and red bikini she had brought from the USA. Luke took his shirt off and tossed it onto the fold-up chair. Hand in hand, they slipped into the clear water, its mysterious properties enveloping them in a deep state of contentment. 


They embraced and kissed passionately. Mandy allowed Luke to slip the knot of her bikini and slide it over her head as she gave herself over to the cool smooth water and wondrous forces of nature.







Lying on the swag holding hands, they stared at the billions of stars overhead. The clarity of the celestial display was astounding.


“I didn’t expect this,” Mandy said quietly. “This is simply phenomenal.”


Luke squeezed her hand. “Now you know why I wanted you to see the night sky from here.”


“This country of yours is incredible,” Mandy sighed. “It’s a land of extremes, of sand and stars, fire and flood, desert and sea. It’s a paradox of stunning beauty and unforgiving cruelty. I’m so glad you brought me out here.”


Luke smiled contentedly to himself. “Look up there,” he pointed lazily to a spot of light that was traversing the sky from left to right. “That’s a satellite.”


“That’s the first time I’ve actually seen one,” Mandy replied. “How far up is it? Do you know?”


“Not really, but I have an app that will tell me all the details if I have a signal. The geostationary ones look like stars - they don’t move. There are a lot more up there that we can’t discern from a star.”


“How does a satellite move in orbit? You know, when a company wants to relocate its satellite?” Mandy asked hesitantly. She knew it was a grave mistake to ask this question - it was bordering on her work. 


“Hmm… in simple terms, they use chemicals to create a gas that is exhausted under pressure from thrusters. A computer calculates where the satellite needs to be, and a microscopic burst of this exhaust gas is released from a particular valve, or thruster. Because there is no gravity or resistance, the force of the gas will nudge the satellite in the opposite direction to the jet of gas - like prodding a balloon with your finger. Even the smallest release of gas will move it, and once it moves, it won’t stop moving until another equal burst counteracts it.”


“And when the gas runs out?”


“Well, then, the satellite can’t be controlled or manoeuvred. It will eventually start falling back to earth or drift into outer space. If the calculation is perfect, it could remain up there for a very long time.”


Mandy propped herself up on her elbow; her next question would cross a professional line. “What if there is a burst and no counter-burst?”


“It depends, I guess. In simple terms, if a jet is at 90° to the body of the craft, it will shift in the opposite direction of the jet of gas and keep going. If it’s at an angle to the craft, the satellite might start spinning, or tumbling.”


“I see,” Mandy lay back and stared up at the heavens. “So, you definitely need a second opposite and equal burst to stabilise the satellite.”


“Yep. That’s what the good man Newton said, every force has an equal and opposite force. Something like that. Why do you ask?”


Mandy bounced back onto her elbow and gave Luke a gentle kiss on his lips. “I’m trying to learn about you, Mr Kahn, by not asking questions about you.”


Luke put his arm around her neck and pulled her closer. “You can ask me anything, Mandy. Unlike you, I have no secrets except, of course, the usual corporate confidentiality stuff. I track satellites, I live a very isolated life, and I can’t believe I have the most beautiful woman in the world in my arms.”


Mandy pulled away and sat cross-legged, facing Luke. “This is going to get very complicated, Luke.”


Luke pulled himself onto his elbow. “It doesn’t have to be, Mandy. They can’t stop you from having a relationship with me, or anyone for that matter.”


Mandy laughed. “You think so? Let me tell you a thing or two. My department is paranoid about who I get involved with. Hell, I even have to submit reports if I talk to a foreign national. I’m government property, and they protect me better than a jealous mother. You will need to be vetted by the FBI; you know that?”


“Bring it on,” Luke exclaimed.


“There are affidavits to sign, declarations, sworn statements; you have no idea what you are letting yourself into.”


“I don’t want to lose you because of government bureaucracy. Besides, what will they find in me? Nothing? I’m clean, I don’t have a record, I don’t do drugs, I have never left the country, and I don’t support any political party.”


“You had a parking violation two years ago.” Mandy looked at him sidewise and winked.


“Shit, how did you…”


“I warned you, Lucas Kahn,” she smiled mischievously.


“Well, I rest my case. You know more about me than I do.”


“I don’t know what it is about this place,” Mandy gestured at the pool, “but until you brought me here, I was totally uninterested in a serious relationship with anyone. I have worked hard for this career, and I don’t want to jeopardise anything. I had to make hard decisions in my previous relationship to keep my job, and I made a decision I have sometimes regretted.


“I don’t want to go through that again,” Mandy sighed. “I especially don’t want to go through it again with you, but both you and I know I can, and will, be transferred at a moment’s notice. Think about it; I’m an American, and I don’t have Australian citizenship.”


“Alright,” Luke sat crossed-legged, facing Mandy now. “If we are going to have this hard conversation, which I didn’t expect so soon, let me tell you something that your FBI guys don’t know about me.


“I was in a loving relationship which ended suddenly, not by anyone’s choosing. I’m scared to get into another relationship, but I’m falling for you; I can’t seem to help it. It scares me. I think I’m just as worried as you are. But I know one thing, I don’t want to lose you, ever.”


They sat in complete silence, looking at each other in the light cast by the Milky Way, which stretched to infinity in the sky above. The silence dragged on awkwardly. Finally, Mandy lay back and pulled a blanket over her. Luke lay beside her and arranged the cover over both of them.


They lay together, surrounded by their own thoughts, and allowed their emotions to argue without resolution. A shooting star streaked overhead. It flared to a pinprick of brilliant white, then faded into nothingness.


“You’re supposed to make a wish when you see one of those.” Luke broke the ethereal silence.


“I did,” Mandy whispered.







“Sir,” Ashley raised her hand and signalled for George to come over. 


Mandy looked up to see what her colleague and friend seemed excited about. George strode over, a look of concern creased his face.


“Germany sent me this,” Ashley pointed to her screen. “The January 6 Committee will want to see this.”


George leaned in and scrutinised the screen. “Good. That’s going to ruffle some feathers. How did they get this?”


“Not for me to ask,” Ashley shrugged.


“Of course. Please send it to me right away.”


Ashley tapped at her keyboard briefly, then looked at Mandy. She smiled knowingly, then nodded towards the coffee station. Mandy took the hint and poured two mugs of coffee, delivering one to Ashley. They both stepped over to the window and stared at the sunburnt land below them.


“How’d it go?” Ashley spoke through a waft of steam.


“Complicated. Confusing.”


“He checks out, doesn’t he?”


“Oh yes, all is stupidly perfect, no problems at all. The problem is me,” Mandy looked behind her at all the screens on the walls. Her ponytail danced across the back of her shoulders. “This is my life, my career. My loyalty to our country is paramount. I can’t share any of this with him.”


“You don’t have to give any of it up, Mandy. You know that.”


“I know, but can we make it work? I mean, I hardly know him, honestly. It’s all moving way too fast.”


“Take it one day at a time. Don’t sweat it. There is enough stress in here already.”


“Talking of which, those secret documents Delta Five ‘allegedly’ have? You reckon he will sell them for money or use them as blackmail to keep the Feds off his back?”


“A bit of both,” Ashley shrugged. “If he is smart, a bit of both. But the Feds will neutralise that threat soon. They have an operation in place.”


“It’s very sad.” Mandy sighed.


“Now we have signs of genocide unfolding in Ukraine,” Ashley spoke at the window.


“The Ukrainian President is starting to come through rather heroically. Quite a leader, it seems. He’s using social media well.”


“Yeah, and to think he started as a comedian on TV, acting as a president. What’s the latest on your mysterious satellite scenario that George said has been shelved?”


“Nothing more,” Mandy said. “The time sequence and intervals changed slightly, and now all has gone quiet. I’m wondering if they have changed communication methods to maintain secrecy.”


“Yeah. That whole password system is a bit old-fashioned.”


Mandy chuckled. “Yeah, if they were serious, they would use digitally encrypted transmissions. It’s just so weird that they haven’t traced the country of origin yet.”


Ashley shrugged. “I must say that has surprised me.”


“The entire issue is antiquated,” Mandy said thoughtfully. “Maybe that’s why our sophisticated technology can’t understand it anymore.”


Ashley smiled. “Oh well, we keep looking. Are you seeing Luke on Wednesday again?”


Mandy smiled coyly. “Yes, and I’m still confused about it all.”


“Stop overthinking it, girl. Have you told George?”


“Yes,” Mandy’s mischievous smile reappeared. “Told him this morning. I think he was expecting it.”







Matt stood quickly and punched his fist in the air. 


“Yes!” he hissed. 


“What’s up?” Luke asked, somewhat surprised at the outburst.


“James Webb Telescope’s heat shield has unfurled without a hitch. This is amazing.”


“Why? Didn’t you expect it to go smoothly?”


“Think about it; it’s one and a half million kilometres away, and there are five layers for each shield. Each shield is as thin as a human hair. The science and tech are unreal, mate.”


“I must say,” Luke replied, “sometimes humanity does impress me.”


“Now to unravel the mirrors. Eighteen gold-plated mirrors. Then the calibration exercise. That will be an extremely delicate process. I can’t wait for the photos that will come back to earth.”


“When will that be?”


“All going well, in about three or four months. I can’t imagine what we will see.”


Sharon entered the room and noticed Matt’s jubilation. “What’s up, Matt?” She sat carefully on the corner of his table.


“James Webb is unfurling. This is really exciting.”


“Good to hear. I have some more good news.”


“My day’s improving by the minute,” Matt smiled broadly.


“Funding for Big Boy’s massive cousin has been approved. It looks like we will have a new addition to the family outside.”


“Any idea on the completion date?” Luke asked.


“Not yet. It’s going to tender right now. Maybe in the next couple of years?”


Luke moaned in dismay. “I don’t know if I can wait that long.”


“Like I can’t wait for the first pictures from James Webb,” Matt complained bitterly.


“Guys,” Sharon butted in, “that’s the story with science and satellites. Patience, patience, patience. Nothing happens in a hurry, but the rewards are worth it.”


“Yeah, I know,” Luke grumbled. “That’s always the bad news.”


Sharon continued. “Also, the bureau says there’s a storm heading our way. Luke, please ask your mate in Melbourne if we need to prepare for any contingencies.”


“No worries,” Luke replied and picked up a phone, pressing a speed-dial code.


“Corey Robinson,” came the answer.


“G’day Corey. Luke here. How you going, mate?”


“Yeah, good, mate. And you?”


“Good, thanks. Sorry to trouble you, but we heard there might be a storm on the way. You reckon we’ll be right, or should we batten down the hatches?”


“I was looking at it this morning. She’ll be right, not a lot of wind and dust, but I think you will get a good dump. I’ll let you know if things change.”


“Good to know,” Luke replied. “The desert is looking a little crispy right now.”


“I’m not surprised,” Corey said. “But this should add a little greenery to the vegetable patch. A few streams might flow for about ten seconds.”


Luke laughed and thanked his friend before hanging up and passing the verdict on to Sharon.


“How was your date yesterday?” Sharon asked, grinning.


Luke was expecting her to ask this, but not in front of Matt, who looked across at him in surprise.


“Good, thanks Sharon,” he replied, trying to sound unperturbed at the intrusion.


“You went on a date?” Matt looked horrified. “You never told me. Who’s the lucky girl?”


“Who said it was a girl?” Luke shot back, then burst out laughing at the look on Matt’s face. “Nah, mate, it was one of the ladies from the American side.”


“How did you meet her,” Matt sounded almost jealous.


“Long story, mate. Another day perhaps.”


Sharon eased herself off the table. “You going on another date?”


“Yes, ma’am. She’s a keeper.”


“Be careful, Luke,” Sharon cautioned.


“Yeah,” Luke sighed, not sounding too confident. “I will.”










CHAPTER ELEVEN
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Mandy punched the codes on the compound gate and let herself out. A quick glance at the camera overhead reminded Luke to behave when she walked over to him.


They had both eagerly anticipated their Wednesday afternoon off; neither had been able to have a silent chat at the window that week. Once in the car and out of sight of their respective facilities, they held hands. Mandy leaned over and gave Luke a quick peck on the cheek.


“Did you tell your boss?” she asked.


“Yeah. No problems. I got the usual warnings about dating someone on the other side of the fence, but I just ignored it. What about you?”


“Yes. I’ve been flagged, though. They don’t really like this sort of thing.”


“Come on, Mandy,” Luke objected. “Surely they must know that they can’t stop you from forming a romantic relationship.”


“It’s complicated with us - with me. I’ll have to put in regular reports and all that crap. Don’t worry, though.”


“Shit, Mandy, are you some sort of spy or assassin?”


Mandy laughed. “No, I’m not. You’re safe with me - I won’t kill you while you’re driving or sleeping. But I can’t talk about what I do; we have already discussed that.”


Luke allowed his frustration to escape with a long, drawn-out sigh.


“Let’s change the subject, Luke,” Mandy squeezed his hand. I want to enjoy my day with you.”


“Right-O,” Luke said flippantly.







The clear water of the pool, chilled by the freezing temperatures of the night, made for a very refreshing dip after the two-kilometre walk from the car. The heat of the day was already climbing, and as the temperature rose, so did their passion for each other.


Mandy drifted lazily and contentedly in Luke’s arms. She wanted to stay in the pool all day. The water seemed to drain all her concerns away as if someone had pulled the plug in a basin of dirty water.


Luke interrupted her blissful peace. “The sun will be getting dangerous now. Let’s get into some shade.”


Reluctantly Mandy felt for the sandy floor and allowed Luke to lead her out of the pool, hand in hand. Under the gazebo, Luke had rolled out the swag and unfurled two towels over them. They lay side by side and closed their eyes.


“Luke,” Mandy said dreamily. “This is the most beautiful place on earth.”


“I knew you’d like it, even for a city girl. I see so much beauty in this place.”


“Like it? I love it. Tell me,” she reached over and held his hand. “What beauty do you see?”


“The rocks, the isolation, the silence. What do you find beautiful here?”


“Yeah, all that and more. The pool takes my troubles away. It almost feels like it has a life, or a force, that just calms me. Something I have never felt before. There is no signal here, so nobody can listen in on us. We are forgotten; we cannot be found. We are alone. What we say, what we do, is ours, and that belongs to us alone.”


Luke was silent for a moment. “You seriously think your guys will listen in on us?”


Mandy held her breath for a moment. She slowly opened her eyes and looked up at the gazebo’s synthetic roof. She nudged Luke, then reached up with her hands.


“Where’s your phone?” she signed to the roof.


Luke cocked an eyebrow. “In the car, where you told me to leave it,” he signed back.


Mandy rolled onto her side to face him. “Luke, I will tell you something about me, but I need you to swear you will keep this to yourself. You need to promise me this faithfully.”


Luke rolled to face her. “Of course, you know I would.”


“Promise me.”


“I promise,” Luke was genuine.


“I listen to people’s conversations; that’s my job. I speak six languages, and I listen to people for our government.”


“How do you do that?” Luke was intrigued.


“That, you don’t need to know. What you do need to know is that anyone who has a cell phone can be listened to.”


“I know that.”


“Which apps do you have on your phone?”


“The usual,” Luke blinked. “Google, Twitter, Reddit, Facebook.”


“What about third-party apps that seem pretty basic? A calculator, compass, torch, altimeter, TikTok, maybe a brain game….”


“They’re listening in on me?”


“You’d be surprised,” Mandy sat up, crossed-legged, facing him. “You might think you are safe by leaving your phone in the car, but if you were wearing a smartwatch, well….”


Luke sat up now. “What about the GPS?”


“That’s a receiver, it doesn’t have a microphone. I’m not worried about that. The EPIRB is a transmitter, but it also doesn’t have a microphone.”


“Shit, Mandy, you are a spy.”


Mandy shrugged. “I can’t tell you more, but here, in our own little world, we can relax, and I can be my true self. Let’s make a pact that we never bring a phone, a smartwatch or any electronic device here. This must be our own personal bubble of seclusion.”


Luke sealed the pact. He was okay with that.







Mandy floated gently in the still water, the sun was low on the horizon, and long shadows were being cast over the empty land. Luke gently pulled Mandy closer to him; her buoyant body caressed him softly as they touched. He ran a hand across her stomach, savouring her soft skin.


“I have a secret I want to share with you,” Luke whispered.


“Please do,” Mandy replied ever so quietly. She was in heaven; the water temperature was just perfect.


“I think I have discovered a way to produce abundant, cheap renewable energy.”


Mandy looked at Luke through the corners of her eyes. She pulled her feet down to stand on the bottom.


“Please tell,” she said mischievously.


“Seriously, this is a secret. I have told no one. You are the first.”


“Luke, you can trust me with a secret; you should know that,” she laughed.


Luke smiled. “I know,” he sighed. “In theory, I have found a way to solve the global energy crisis. I don’t have the faith to leave my job to build a prototype to prove my theory, but that is the next step in this process.”


“If it works, you could make a lot of money,” Mandy suggested.


Luke chuckled. “I don’t care about the money. As it is, this idea can’t be patented, and there’s no way to make money on this idea. Once the world knows it works, anyone can produce electricity, from a man in a village in Africa to a local farmer in India. It can’t be controlled.”


“You could upset a few big corporations if it works.”


“And a few governments,” Luke laughed. “If it fails, I will have to face the embarrassment and then have to join the workforce again.”


“It seems to me, Lucas Kahn, your skills would be lapped up anywhere in the world.”


“The problem is, even if my theory works, even if I can solve the global energy crisis, I could never make a living out of it. In the end, I will need to find a job again.”


“Curious,” Mandy pulled herself closer to Luke and kissed him on the cheek. “Tell me more.”


“Let’s hop out; I need to draw some sketches in the sand to explain my theory to you.”


“Not just yet, cowboy,” Mandy smiled dreamily. “I’m not ready to get out.”







Mandy sat on the swag and studied the lines Luke had scratched in the sand with a dried twig. She then turned her attention back to Luke.


“Run that through me again,” Mandy said incredulously. “I mean, you may be onto something big here. How did you figure this out?”


Luke was smiling broadly; he could see that Mandy was very interested. “So,” he began, “with hydroelectric power you need a height of water - a head of water they call it - to rush down a pipe and force a turbine to rotate and create electricity. It is renewable but dependent on rainfall and climate change. A drought will threaten hydroelectric generation.


“Then there are wind turbines. Airflow, a renewable force, drives windmill-type blades attached to turbines, but again, this is subject to the weather; too little wind and the blades don’t turn - too much wind and they apply brakes. The same goes for the solar panels you see everywhere - a cloudy day limits production, and they don’t generate electricity at night. Large hailstones, those over 25mm in diameter, can damage the panels; Australia often gets stones that big, or bigger.


“Other renewables are things like wave action or geothermal energy. Nuclear is almost clean but not renewable, and it produces dangerous waste. Fossil fuel and gas are not renewable, and let’s not get into the greenhouse argument on that one. Everything has a drawback - something gets in the way.


“If it’s not the weather, it’s friction. This is a huge problem with power generation. Machines have to overcome friction and other forces before they can generate even one watt of power. Gravity plays a massive part in hydroelectric power - water only flows downhill.


“In Australia, we are building a second Snowy River Hydroelectric Scheme. Crazy idea. They drain water from an upper reservoir through a turbine during the day; then at night, when electricity prices are cheaper, they pump it back up. Crazy! Imagine the power needed to pump water uphill?”


“Sounds weird,” Mandy had to admit.


“Yeah,” Luke shook his head. “They need the power to make power. It doesn’t make sense. Some people estimate they need about 40% more power to pump the water back up than they actually create in the first place.”


“40% more?”


“Yeah, crazy, right? They are spending billions to create the Snowy River Scheme. It might work, but I doubt it will ever be commercially viable.


“So I was thinking, what naturally occurring forces of nature and physics can we use in combination, and then apply them to drive a turbine? Are there any forces that we could use?


“One day, I watched a documentary of engineers lifting the Costa Concordia, the ship that sank in Italy.”


“I remember that,” Mandy said. “That’s where the captain took off and left his passengers to fend for themselves.”


“Yep,” Luke frowned. “He got 16 years for that, I think. Anyhow, they re-floated the ship, which weighed over one hundred and ten thousand tons. Do you know how they did that?”


“Tell me,” Mandy smiled.


“They floated it on drums of air. They attached huge metal drums to the ship, which were filled with seawater, righted the hull, and then pumped the water out of the drums. The air floated the ship. One hundred and ten thousand tons of steel. They call that displacement - replacing water for air. I was watching another documentary….”


“You watch a lot of documentaries,” Mandy jibed.


“I’m a scientist,” Luke feigned embarrassment. “Anyhow, these scuba divers found a large treasure and needed to lift the heavy weight to the surface. They attached a bag to the haul, then filled it with air from their oxygen tanks. It lifted with ease. In fact, once the lift began, they couldn’t stop it.


“That was my Eureka moment; the power of the bubble! The force of the bubble trying to get to the surface of a body of water is tremendous. So, I thought, how can I harness that force?”


Mandy laughed, “You’re a scientist, alright. So, how do you harness a bubble?”


“Easy,” Luke grinned. “It’s so easy I can’t understand why no one has thought of it yet. Imagine a tube standing on end and sealed at the bottom. The tube can be above ground or below ground. It can even be submerged in water if you want; it doesn’t matter, and it doesn’t matter how big it is; it just has to be an open-topped, watertight tube filled with water.”


Luke tapped his temple with his finger. “Note, filled with water - a renewable and abundant resource on earth. Then, here comes the best bit; inside the tube, at the base and at the top, you secure two sprockets connected by a chain, much like what you see on a bicycle between the cog that is driven by the pedals and the rear wheel, only imagine it vertical, not horizontal.”


“Okay,” Mandy squinted her eyes and grinned, “I’ve got that so far.”


“Right. Then we need to attach a whole bunch of containers to the length of the chain, spaced equally apart and all facing the same way. On one side of the chain system, the containers have the open side facing down, and when the chain goes over the top sprocket, the open side faces up.”


“Naturally,” Mandy tried to sound convincing. “Then, when the containers round the lower sprocket, the openings are facing down again.”


“Exactly!” Luke exclaimed. He was getting excited. “Now, directly under the upturned container, you place the opening of a tube that delivers compressed air from the atmosphere. Note: Air!” Luke tapped his temple again. “Air is a renewable and abundant source. The bubbles will fill the buckets with air, displacing the water and forcing the buckets upwards. This force is compounded by all the upturned buckets trying to get to the surface.


“Let’s assume you are using 50-litre containers - you can use any size you want, but let’s assume they are 50 litres each. If you fill them with 50 litres of air, you are technically replacing 50 litres of water, which weighs 50 kilograms. That’s a lot of weight, especially when compounded by the number of upturned buckets on the chain. The multiplying factor is massive.


“Now,” Luke paused for effect, “when a bucket gets near the surface, it rounds the top sprocket, releasing the air - fresh air, I must add - into the atmosphere, and the containers start their journey down the tube again. Repeat, repeat, repeat.


“At this point, you will have a massive force turning the sprockets, so the sprocket is where you attach a turbine and generator.


“Have you calculated how much energy it takes to force compressed air down the tube?”


“Yes,” Luke frowned, “I can tell you it is vastly less than trying to pump water up a mountain. Massively less. Of course, there are other natural forces that work against this system, but I have worked a way to use these forces to work in favour of the system.”


“Such as?”


“Well, for starters, the upward movement of the buckets will cause the water around them to flow upwards, and this won’t help the buckets on their way down. The water in the tube will be turbulent as hell. So, this could be overcome by simply separating the tube or inserting a barrier; let’s call it a wall, between the chains.


“This way, the water will flow in the direction of the containers, regardless of which side of the wall they are travelling, up or down. In fact, the flow of the water on the downward side will actually assist the buckets in overcoming the resistance, forcing them down, which, of course, will assist the upward flow on the other side of the wall.


“It’s a closed circuit, delivering a massive force, using water and air to drive it. Water and air only. All people have to do is attach a turbine, be it through a gearing system or directly. In turn, a fraction of the power created by the turbines is used to drive the air compressor.”


Mandy looked at Luke quizzically. “Interesting.”


Luke shrugged. “It has to work. I know it works, I’ve done the maths, and unless I’ve missed something, it has to work. But I know I’m not an engineer, so I need to demonstrate that it does physically work and then do specific tests on the prototype to streamline it to its maximum efficiency. I need to look at resistance, torques, gearing - so much.”


“This is incredible, Luke,” Mandy exclaimed. “But you are right, and if it works, and once the world sees how this is done, everyone will build one of these, from massive energy generation corporations down to a local farmer in a forgotten village in Africa.”


“Yeah. I call it the Magellan Effect.”


“Why’s that?”


“When Magellan wanted to circumnavigate the world in the early 1500s, the officials said it couldn’t be done. So, he put a raw egg on the table and asked the powers-that-be if they could stand it on its point. Of course, they tried really hard and couldn’t do it. Magellan took the egg and lightly crushed the point on the table. He was then able to stand it on end. The elders complained that he was cheating. He then told the officials everything was impossible until they were shown how it could be done.”


“And so he convinced them?” Mandy finished.


“He did; he got ships, crews and funding, and he was the first to circumnavigate the world.”


“This,” Mandy waved her hand at the sketches, “is a disruptive technology. It will cause a huge problem in the world if it works. Massive.”


“I know,” Luke said sadly. “The coal industry will virtually collapse, and hundreds of thousands of people will be unemployed.”


“That’s just the start,” Mandy exclaimed. “Think about the fuel industry. Petrol and diesel vehicles will stop production; electric vehicles will become the primary choice of car, without a doubt.”


“That will please Tesla and the like,” Luke laughed.


“It will affect the metal mining industry in various ways, residential homes will create their own power, and energy suppliers will dump their coal and wind turbines. They’ll probably keep their transmission poles and wires.”


“Yep, a lot of people won’t like this idea. There are zero emissions and zero waste, it’s totally renewable, and the fuel used to drive this is abundant - we breathe and drink the fuel every day of our lives. Above all, it’s cheap to construct,” Luke grinned.


Mandy laughed. “Luke, if this works, it could change the world.”


“I know,” Luke smiled. “It doesn’t need wind, so wind turbines will disappear, and it doesn’t need sun, so solar farms can be used for agriculture or grazing. It doesn’t need a massive flow of water, so dams and hydro schemes could move their attention to irrigation projects. 


“The other possibilities are that you can install one of these anywhere in the world; the Sahara Desert, the South Pole, or even on Mars if you wanted to. Someone could dig a hole in their backyard and sink a tube in there, like a swimming pool, only deeper and smaller.


“This is totally modular. You could install a small one at home to meet your domestic needs, bury a bigger one in a factory floor to run your enterprise - it won’t take any extra room. Existing generation plants around the world can simply build massive ones and replace their fossil fuel systems.”


Mandy smiled broadly at Luke. “You should sell this idea to some entrepreneur. This is exactly what they are looking for.”


Luke shook his head. “I’d love to, but they won’t buy it. Just like me, once they have the technology, they won’t be able to profit from it because everybody will be making it in their backyards and factories, and there will be no control over royalties, copyrights or whatever. The people who build generators and turbines will benefit from it, and a new industry will develop for them. The price of copper, lithium, cobalt and other rare minerals will skyrocket; I can see that.


“I’d have to do what Musk did with his Hyperloop patent,” Luke continued. “He gave it away, made it open source. Anyone who wanted to build a Hyperloop system was free to do so. I think there are three companies that are building prototypes right now.


“I’ve considered taking a break from here and building a prototype, then testing it and proving it works. I need to calculate that the ratio of energy needed to pump air would justify the energy produced. I can do it on paper - mathematically, it works, but I need prototypes of different sizes and torques needed to drive the turbines to do the real calculations.


“If all goes according to plan, I’ll blast the plans around social media and let the professionals pick it to pieces.”


“Then find another job?”


“Yep, that too.”


Mandy nodded as she thought this through. “You know you could become a target for large corporates if it works?”


“I know,” Luke said calmly. “That’s why I have told no one. I don’t even have my plans saved on my laptop. It’s all in my head - and in the sand,” he laughed, then used his foot to erase his sketches.


“Alright, Luke,” Mandy said quietly. “I’ll reciprocate and give you a secret, but you must, must, must promise I never said this to you.”


“I promise,” Luke smiled kindly. “I’m honoured you have my trust, finally.”


Mandy looked at the pool. She couldn’t understand why she was confiding in Luke. She was convinced the pool had addled her brain.


“I have a problem at the office. Well, we have a problem. Someone somewhere is sending instructions to someone, somewhere, to activate something for a set period of time, a short time, but an exact time, and we don’t know what it is.”


Luke laughed; it echoed off the rock opposite where the water trickled into the pool. “That’s not much to go on.”


“I can’t tell you much more. All I know is that the FBI is extremely concerned by where the instruction is coming from.”


“Where?”


“I actually don’t know,” Mandy put a defensive hand in the air. “However, they ‘think’ it might be instructions to move or relocate a satellite.”


“I’ll need specifics if you want me to give you any advice.”


Mandy knew that the next time she opened her mouth, she would be crossing a very red line.


“Luke,” she finally spoke in a quiet voice. “There has been some activity on a secret channel I am listening into. Against my better judgement, I want to give you more information in the hopes it might give you some clues. Could there be a satellite up there that nobody knows about?”


Luke thought about that for a moment. “Of course. There’s a lot of stuff up there that is top-secret to many governments and military institutions. We generally know where it all is, but what they do, what they are for, well, who knows? It’s like a junkyard up there nowadays.”


“Okay, so what I’m going to tell you is highly classified. I’m jeopardising my career by telling you this, and I could even go to jail for it.”


“Well, don’t tell me, Mandy. I don’t want to put you in harm’s way. Seriously.”


“Thanks, Luke,” Mandy gave his hand a tight squeeze. “We think there is something very sinister unfolding, but we don’t know what, and we are desperate to try and find out. Some smart people are working on this, but I think we need someone related to satellites, outside the equation, to see things from another angle; maybe there is a simple answer.”


“Okay, I’ll give it a shot, but it sounds like there are better people than me to figure it out.”


Mandy looked at Luke and smiled sweetly. She continued. “The instructions come in the same sequence every time. They always send the instruction on the day it is to be executed. Then follows a Zulu time.”


“Zulu? That’s Greenwich Mean Time,” Luke frowned. “Zulu time is used by the military.”


“Correct, which is why I think it has something to do with the military. Then whatever is being activated has a code. We have had two codes so far, Juliet Lima Seven and Juliet Romeo Three. Usually, these codes are followed by a short time, only a few seconds.


Luke pondered. “A short time?”


Mandy stared at the water. “Seconds?”


“It seems very specific. Could be anything.”


“I know,” Mandy gave a quick shrug. “It seems we are none the wiser too.”


Luke gave it some thought. “Is there more you can tell me?” Luke asked.


“No,” Mandy shook her head. Her ponytail swung behind her as if it agreed.


“There is more, though, isn’t there?”


“A little, yes, but I can’t tell you. I’ve told you too much already. It’s bad enough I’m collaborating with a foreign national without my country’s consent.”


“So that makes me a collaborator, too,” Luke winked with a grin.


“It’s not funny, Luke,” Mandy frowned.


“It doesn’t make any sense to me right now,” Luke said seriously. “I’ll give it some thought and let you know if I think of anything. I must say, on the surface of it, if it is a satellite, we would see the changes up there, and from what I know, there is nothing unusual going on. These are significant numbers.”


“That’s all I can help you with, Luke. I hope you are good at solving riddles,” Mandy laughed. 










CHAPTER TWELVE
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Mandy stretched and walked casually up to the window. She glanced at the opposite side subconsciously, but Luke was not there. Suddenly she realised she didn’t have her coffee mug and was aware it could look unusual. She looked over her shoulder; Ashley winked at her. Embarrassed, she walked over to Ashley.


“Forgot something?” Ashley mocked as she removed her headphones. 


“Oh, shut up,” she tapped her friend’s shoulder with the back of her hand. “Want one?”


“Sure,” Ashley stood. “I’ll come with you. I need a break.”


They got their coffee and sauntered over to their usual spot by the window. They both looked over to the Australian side.


Ashley blew some steam over the top of her mug. “Now that this is in the open, is he going to invite you over for a ‘baarbie’?” she said, dragging out the accent.


“Well, I sure as hell can’t invite him over here. They won’t let him through the gate.”


Ashley tapped Mandy lightly on the arm and nodded toward the Australian compound. Luke had arrived, coffee cup in hand. He smiled broadly and placed it on the sill, sending a cryptic sign with one hand.


“He says hi to you,” Mandy beamed.


Ashley raised her mug in a pseudo toast. Luke nodded his response and then signed something back.


“What’s he say?” Ash whispered. 


“Nothing,” Mandy replied, but she was smiling like a Cheshire cat.


“He said he loves you,” Ash elbowed Mandy; she blushed. “Tell him you love him back.”


Mandy signed her message back, which was returned by Luke, tapping his chest over his heart.


“I’ll leave you two love birds at it,” Ash grinned and walked back to her station.


Luke signed to her secretly. “Nothing. Everything is fine.”


“Thanks,” Mandy signed.


“You have to give me more. I have nothing to work on.”


“I can’t, sorry.”


Luke shrugged in resignation.


“Okay,” Mandy carefully looked around. Nobody was looking. “The activations are for 3.76 seconds duration.”


Luke scratched his head; he looked confused. “Wednesday again?”


“Absolutely,” Mandy replied and smiled broadly.


“I love you,” he signed.


“I love you too,” Mandy ended the conversation.


She was aware that this was a whirlwind romance, and she was confused with the speed it had progressed. For the first time in her life, she didn’t care. She felt as light as a feather.







George flagged Mandy and called her to his office. She duly responded and took a seat. Now that Luke was in her life, and therefore on the firm’s radar, she was always a bit hesitant when George summonsed her. This had never been the case before.


“What’s up, Boss?” Mandy forced a smile.


“Take a seat, Amanda. Charlie, downstairs, brought this up for you.”


He handed Mandy a folded piece of paper. She flipped it open and read it quickly. A laugh burst from her lips. Luke’s handwriting read:


‘Dear Mandy,


You are cordially invited to a traditional Aussie Barbie on the other side of the fence on Saturday at 6:00 pm. Bring a plate, but no grog - it’s banned here. Kind regards, Luke Kahn.


RSVP: Via the same bloke that delivered this to you.’


“Is this man some kind of comedian?” George grumbled.


“I don’t know,” Mandy giggled. “He’s Australian. Maybe that’s just how they are. May I go to this barbie, Boss?”


George sighed and looked out the window. He appeared agitated. “Of course you can go; I’m not your parent. But you know the rules.”


“Relax, George. I won’t jeopardise my job for some Australian man I have only just met,” Mandy said. It occurred to her that the way she felt about Luke, she might just do that if push came to shove.


She picked up a pen and scribbled a reply on the note, then handed it to George to read. “May I ask Charlie to send this reply back, with my thanks?”


George took the note, but a storm was brewing on his face. “Any more activity on that channel?”


“Another one came through about five minutes ago. I was transcribing it for you when you called me in. The times have changed again, only slightly, by seconds, but the time duration has increased considerably; 4.21 seconds.”


“Weird,” George said. “Any thoughts?”


“No. Any update on where it is originating from?” Mandy asked.


“None. Nada. Okay, that’s all. Please send me that transcript ASAP.”


Mandy left her boss’s office and swung past Ashley. “I’m going to a barbie on Saturday night,” she giggled.







Saturday evening Mandy exited the gate; Luke was waiting for her. Hand in hand, they walked over to the satellite tracking facility. She was in a happy, carefree mood. Wearing black trousers and a cream cheesecloth top, her ponytail swung freely across her back. A massive white steel dish towered above them as they walked along the dusty ground toward the building. The mauve and cobalt sky behind the giant receiver made for a magnificent sight.


Mandy stared at the structure as they walked. “It’s massive. Much bigger than it looks from our side.”


“I guess when you are standing right under the thing, it puts it into perspective.”


“No kidding,” Mandy mused. “I’ve never noticed those ladders before. Have you been up there?”


“Nah, not yet. It has to be pointing straight up before the manager will let any of us up there. It’s a health and safety thing. It hasn’t pointed straight up in a couple of years now. Come in; I’ll show you the Control Room.”


After meeting some of Luke’s colleagues and getting a tour of some of the equipment, Luke took Mandy to a side window.


“Come and look at the view we get from this window,” Luke led Mandy to the side. “The sunsets are magnificent.”


As they walked across the room, Mandy withdrew her cell phone from her back pocket and waved it carefully in front of Luke. Luke understood the warning and nodded.


“Look at that,” Luke said, pointing at the view.


“Stunning,” Mandy replied, but she was looking at her window. This was the view Luke had of her. She smiled at him knowingly. Below them, a barbecue was smouldering. 


“You have barbecues often?” Mandy asked.


“Only when we have visitors. The last one was in December 1896,” he smirked. “He came with his musket.”


Mandy laughed. She enjoyed Luke’s subtle humour. He led her out of the room and down a flight of stairs. In the stairwell, out of view from prying eyes, Luke turned her around and embraced her. They kissed passionately, but Mandy pulled away abruptly, a finger to her lips.


“Phones?” Mandy signed at Luke.


Luke took the opportunity of their concealment. “Need more information. 3.76 seconds means nothing to me,” he signed back.


Mandy looked at the floor and gently shook her head. She was torn with her decisions. Luke tapped her on the shoulder and brought her attention back.


“3.76 seconds too long for satellite adjustment. Means nothing to me.”


Mandy raised her hands to sign something. She opened her mouth slightly, then stopped. She was in a quandary. Mandy finally reached up and held Luke’s shoulders, pulling his head against hers. She put her lips very close to his ear.


“Okay,” she whispered very softly. “I can tell you how long between intervals. The intervals between each activation are constant, always five hours, twenty-two minutes and twelve seconds. Apparently, the activations must occur exactly five hours, twenty-two minutes and twelve seconds from the start of the previous activation, not after the 3.76 activations.”


Luke stared at Mandy, then shrugged in confusion. “Always the same?” Luke whispered.


“Not always.”


“Alright,” Luke signed. “I’ll think about it.”


He took Mandy by the hand and led her down the stairs. She stopped him as they reached the exit door.


“Sorry,” she signed, then pointed to her cell phone with a wink. “No sex tonight.”










CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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Luke listened vaguely to Sharon and Matt having a discussion about buying a Tesla electric vehicle. He was working on a spreadsheet Matt had sent him, but he wasn’t getting far with the calculations.


“You won’t have the range, Sharon,” Matt complained. “Not for out here.”


Sharon wagged a finger at Matt. “Listen here, Mister, if a man can build a rocket and send it into space, then bring it home and land it on a spot marked with a teeny-weeny little X, which is painted on a barge, far out at sea, then I have a lot of confidence in his ability to build cars. Who else can do that? It won’t be long before they double the capacity of the batteries. Then I’ll be cruising, and you’ll be laughing.”


“I can just imagine you driving your brand new Tesla on these roads,” Matt chuckled. “Wait for the CyberTruck, Sharon. Then things will change.”


“I’ll use my Model 3 when I’m in Adelaide,” Sharon said matter-of-factly.


“Hey,” Matt suddenly turned his attention to a screen on his desk. “Look at this, a new picture of Mars. Check it out, man.”


Luke looked up at Matt. “Have you got a direct line to the Curiosity Rover?”


Sharon laughed. “He should have, with all the time he spends looking at those images.”


“Hey,” Matt objected, “don’t be like that. This is history in the making, and serious technology. We are looking at the surface of another planet in real-time.”


“Not real time, Matt,” Luke scolded his colleague with a jibe.


“Okay, between a five and twenty-minute delay depending on where the planets are, if you really want to be technical.”


“And who receives the photos? And processes them?”


“Okay, alright, NASA. So, should I say almost real-time? Would that make you happy, Luke?”


Sharon laughed at the absurdity of it all. “Not even almost real-time, gentlemen. NASA still has to process the photos. Have you forgotten that sometimes they are composites, which need to be worked on? Now, let’s get to work. Luke, your day off tomorrow?”


“Yes, thanks Sharon,” Luke smiled his appreciation.


“Say hi to Mandy for me, will you? Nice girl; ask her over again some time.”


Luke blushed slightly and gave a thumbs up.







“What are you so pleased about?” Luke asked Matt as he walked past his desk the following day.


“So much going on in space at the moment, mate.” Matt pushed himself away from his desk and walked to the water cooler. “We got James Webb unfolding nicely, and DART is halfway to impact; just a few more months.”


“I’ll bet you a two-buck scratchy they miss the asteroid,” Luke set the wager he knew he would probably lose.


“Will not,” Matt responded bluntly. “But you’re on, mate.”


“Twenty-four thousand kilometres an hour, nearly eleven million kilometres from Earth, and they want to hit an object the size of the Melbourne Cricket Ground? You sure you want to lose your bucks to me? It’s not too late to change your mind.”


Matt laughed. “They’ll hit it; you watch and see. Go get your wallet now; it’s inevitable you’re going to lose. Don’t drag the agony out more than you need to.”


Sharon entered the room carrying several files. “What agony?” she asked.


“I just won two smackeroos off young Luke here, maybe more, if I hit the jackpot,” Matt chuckled. “He reckons the DART probe will miss its mark.”


“We’ll see,” Luke returned to his desk.


“Luke might win,” Sharon dumped her files on his desk and winked at him mischievously. “Look what happened to the NEAR Shoemaker back in 2001.”


“Yeah,” Matt complained, “but that was launched in 1996. Shoemaker was last-century tech. They didn’t have the knowledge in those days, or the computing power.”


“What happened to NEAR Shoemaker?” Luke looked at Sharon enquiringly.


“It was planned to orbit 433 Eros, an asteroid in the Amor cluster. At first, it was supposed to orbit several times and do scientific observations before landing on the asteroid.


“However, a sequence of four retro burns to slow it down malfunctioned, and the onboard computers aborted the sequence right in the middle of a burn. It put the probe out of control, and to correct it, the computer fired just about all its propellant with thousands of misfires. The solar shields went out of alignment, the power drained, and communication was lost for a while.”


“I thought it had landed on the asteroid,” Luke said.


“Yeah, ultimately it did. It eventually corrected itself. But without propellant for future plans, they had to make a new mission objective, and that was just to land on the surface. It touched down gently in 2001 and sent back some images for about a week. NASA shut it down after that, and a year later, they tried to wake it up, but it was frozen solid. The NEAR program was shut down forever, and that was the end of that.”


“So, I might win after all,” Luke held out his hand to Matt, palm up as if asking for money.”


“Not so soon, my friend,” Matt laughed. “Not so soon.”










CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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Mandy picked at her macaroni cheese with a fork. She looked up at Ashley who sat opposite her. The canteen was busy and sounds of chatter bounced off the sterile grey walls.


“Do you think Putin would be stupid enough to use nuclear?” Mandy asked Ashley.


“I doubt it,” Ashley frowned. “You saw those secret files; he would be very stupid to try that.”


“I think he is stupid,” Mandy said. “At least the Ukrainian strategy is unfolding according to plan.”


Ashley lowered her voice. “I picked up some chatter that Putin is thinking of attacking our commercial satellites.”


“American satellites?” Mandy instinctively leaned closer. “You know he did a test on one of his own. Blasted it out of the sky. What did George say?”


“He’s not worried. He says Moscow’s test destruction of their satellite was just a show of strength. He wasn’t surprised to read my report on that comm.”


“And the tensions in Iran?”


“Simmering,” Ashley shrugged. “The world is waiting for a flashpoint.”


“I hope we are not the cause of that flashpoint,” Mandy sighed. “There’s enough to deal with right now.”


“No, the Scandinavians seem to think it will be something we will not expect. A total surprise.”


“Any ideas?” Mandy asked.


“No, they won’t say. It makes me think they might have something to do with it. Changing the subject, how are things with you and Luke?”


“Good, thanks,” Mandy replied. “We didn’t go to the waterhole last week. Luke took me somewhere else instead.”


“Where?” 


“I have no idea,” Mandy laughed. “About an hour from here. Still very desolate, but there were some hills and a cave. It was pretty, and we saw some rock drawings, probably about 60 thousand years old.”


“That must have been interesting,” Ashley was intrigued.


“It was. More than likely a sacred site for the Aborigines, so we were careful to respect the area. Luke is a bit funny like that; I guess with him being an Australian, he understands the culture more than I do. He believes there is some substance to their mythologies.”


“Such as?”


“Ahh, nothing,” Mandy dismissed the question. Those hills and the cave are not marked on any map, so Luke reckons we are again the only westerners ever to lay eyes on the drawings.”


“How did he find it?


“He’d never been there before. We just went for a drive through the outback and found it.”


“That’s a bit dangerous, to walk out into the unknown like that, don’t you think?”


“Nah, not with Luke,” Mandy chuckled. “He knows the bush well, and he carries that EPIRB gadget, plus the GPS, and don’t forget the spare battery,” Mandy laughed. “I’ll suggest we go back to the waterhole next week. I love that place.”


Ashley laughed too. “Well, I must get back to Putin and his debacle. Some of his generals want to bomb Ukraine’s infrastructure before the winter sets in, like power and water. He wants to freeze and starve Ukrainian civilians.”


“But that’s a war crime,” Mandy looked horrified.


“Deliberately targeting civilians is a war crime, yes, but that hasn’t stopped him yet. Look how he has affected the world food supply already. It just seems so bizarre that Russia is a member of the United Nations, whose mandate is to maintain peace amongst the European nations, and yet here is a member of the UN raging a war on one of its own members. And what are they doing about it?”


“Madness,” Mandy groaned. “They’re probably scared of his nukes.”


Mandy and Ashley stood and began walking back to their stations. As they passed a long window, they could see the heat of the Australian outback shimmering off the stones. On one side of the glass, the temperature was twice the temperature on the other side.


“Ironic,” Mandy mused. “If the Russians bombed Australia’s electricity network, we would die of heat out here, yet the Ukrainians would freeze to death.”


“True,” Ashley mumbled. “Funny how the world works. By the way, any more luck with that coded message?”


“Nothing. It went quiet for two weeks but started again this morning. Another message, almost the same, but with different activation durations and names. The names are phonetic; military style. Thankfully we don’t have to understand it, just pass the messages to those who can.”


“But it seems nobody can?”


“Not yet, anyhow,” Mandy said, deep in thought.










CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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Luke hit the enter key on his terminal and then looked up at Sharon. She was standing at his station, hands on hips.


“All done,” Luke said with a confident smile.


Sharon looked up at a large screen on the wall. It flickered briefly, then an image of clouds over a pale line depicting the continent of Australia appeared.


“Excellent, thank you, Luke,” Sharon’s frown disappeared. 


“Did you ever doubt me?” Luke pretended to be mortally hurt.


Sharon smiled at him. “Never. The replacement low-noise block downconverter we are waiting on arrived in Alice Springs this morning. Can I ask you to go into town and collect it tomorrow?”


“Uh…,” Luke hesitated. Driving to Alice Springs was a six-hour drive and necessitated an overnight stay. “It’s my day off tomorrow. I had arranged to take Mandy for a drive in the desert.”


“What if you take Mandy with you? Spend the night there; take some time out?” Sharon asked. “I need all the other operators for tomorrow’s shift.”


Luke knew Sharon needed the replacement LNB installed as a matter of urgency. Part of him wanted to do what was necessary, but a huge part of him wanted to see Mandy again, although he doubted she would be given time off for a jaunt into Alice Springs.


“Okay,” Luke smiled warmly, “I’ll do it. I’ll send a note over to Mandy and see if she can come along.”


“Thanks, Luke. I’d really appreciate that.”


Luke wrote a note on a piece of paper explaining the situation to Mandy, folded it and walked outside into the heat of the day. As he approached the US compound, a well-built man in his 30s wearing chinos and an open-neck shirt approached him. He wore his blonde hair in the shortest of crewcuts. Luke had met him before; he was their internal security detail and was convinced he was a US Marine, although he couldn’t be sure.


Luke was well aware that he had been seen on camera or had tripped an invisible beam as he approached, and he was certain the man carried a weapon under the loose shirt. He greeted the security man with a smile.


“G’day mate,” Luke announced loudly, careful to show he was holding a piece of paper for Mandy and nothing else.


“Afternoon, buddy. A message for the lady upstairs?” he grinned knowingly.


“Yeah, mate. If you wouldn’t mind? I’d be most grateful.” Luke passed the note through the diamond wire.


“Sure thing, buddy, no problem.”


“Next time we have a barbie, I’ll give you a hoy. Come join us and meet the team,” Luke offered.


“Sure thing. That would be nice,” the Marine smiled his acceptance.


“My name’s Luke.”


The Marine hesitated. “Call me Charlie.”


“Good on ya, Charlie. Thanks for delivering that note for me,” Luke waved his appreciation as he walked back to his office and the welcome air-conditioning.







Luke walked into the cool of the Control Room. Taking a seat at his station, he noticed he had missed a call on his Messenger App. It was from Sebastian, a Chilean he had worked with on a project some years back. Although Luke had never met him in person, they had fostered a strong friendship over the years.


Luke called him back; they had not spoken for some time. Sebastian answered quickly.


“Buena’s días, Luke,” Sebastian greeted his old friend.


“G’day Sebastian. How are you, mate?”


“Estoy bien, gracias, I am well, thank you. I hope you are the same.”


“Exceptionally well, thanks.”


“Luke, I called to tell you I’m getting married at the end of the year.”


“Congratulations, mate. Well done,” Luke was pleased for the man. “Who’s the lucky lady?”


“Ahh… Lucia. Lucia Temporini. She’s an Argentinian lady, from Cordoba. Very beautiful.”


“Well done, Sebastian. Thank you for letting me know.”


“Of course, my friend. Of course. But I do have another reason for my call.”


“Sure, go ahead,” Luke pulled a pen and sheet of paper from a drawer.


“You are aware of this Double Asteroid Redirect Mission NASA is conducting at present?”


“DART, Yes, I’m aware,” Luke frowned.


“Great. So you know the double asteroid consists of Didymos and its smaller moon, Dimorphos?”


“Yes, I do. NASA hopes to impact Dimorphos soon.”


“Good. Did you know there was another double asteroid near Didymos at the time of the mission planning operation? ”


“Uhh… No, I didn’t know that,” Luke admitted.


“The Asteroid is the 8976A; its moon is 8976B. So, they decided not to impact 8976B, even though it was closer to Earth. That was because it is smaller than Dimorphos, and there was more risk of a miss. There was debate over here that they should have chosen 8976B because the results would be more significant if impact were achieved, and also, 8976B is more of a threat to Earth than Dimorphos. But saying that, none of them will be a threat for the next two million years.”


“I wasn’t aware of this, Sebastian.”


“I am not surprised, Luke, my friend. There was very little media on the change from 8976B to Dimorphos. However, I have personally been keeping my eye on 8976A every now and again. It is an interesting asteroid; we are almost friends.” Sebastian laughed.


Luke laughed with him. He understood that astronomers had their favourite planets and stars.


“8976A travels slower than Earth, and 8976B orbits its mother quite rapidly, every five hours and twenty-two minutes. It rotates on its axis too. Last month it went behind the sun, so I stopped tracking it, but I checked up on my friend yesterday, and she is not exactly where I expected her to be. I fear I have miscalculated the coordinates, and now I can’t find it.”


“You’d like me to check your calculations?” Luke asked.


“It would make me happy if you could do that, mi amigo. Interestingly, I have found another asteroid very close to where 8976A should be, but it is not a binary object - it has no moon. At first, I thought it was my 8976A. I looked at it with a radar telescope and a photometer, but this is definitely a single asteroid.”


“No worries, mate. I’d be happy to check on this for you. Just email me the details, and I’ll get back to you in a day or so. You never know; they might name this new asteroid after you.”


Sebastian laughed. “Well, that would be nice. Thank you, Luke. Be well, my friend.”


“You too, mate. Chat soon,” Luke said as he cut the connection.


Matt called over to Luke. “Hey mate, sorry to do this to you, but there’s that error code again from the emergency generator. Would you mind checking on it, please?”


Luke sighed. “Sure thing, Matt. They need to put air-con in the generator room. I’ll bet it’s overheating again.”


“I’d do it myself, but I’ve got heaps going on here.”


“No worries, mate,” Luke said as he left the room.


He was glad he did. Charlie had just arrived at the gate with a note from Mandy; she would meet him at 5:00 am tomorrow. Luke’s heart jumped for joy.







They met the following morning as planned. As always, she took Luke’s breath away. The sky was displaying magnificent hues of orange and red on the eastern horizon. This celestial display would be momentary because the sun would shortly begin its blinding journey across the sky.


Before locking in his seatbelt, Luke leaned over and gave Mandy a kiss.


“No problem with your boss?” he asked.


“No, he’s okay with it. My workload will be a bit intense over the next few days while I catch up, but nothing I can’t handle.”


“Right-O,” Luke smiled.


“The timing was perfect for me, thanks for the invite. I’d like to see a doctor when we get there.”


“Oh, sorry, aren’t you well? Nothing serious I hope,” there was a touch of concern in Luke’s voice.


“No, all good, just some lady stuff.” Mandy pointed to her phone, then switched to sign language. “There’s nothing wrong with me, I told my boss I wanted to see a doctor, that’s all.”


Luke nodded his understanding and grinned. “Well, make yourself comfortable; it’s a good six-hour drive to Alice.”


Mandy continued in sign language. “We go past the waterhole?”


Luke nodded.


“Let’s take the whole day instead,” she signed with a wink.







Mixing with civilised society in Alice Springs was a welcome reprieve from the isolation at work for the couple. Covid-19 restrictions had been eased, and most of the residents of this isolated city didn’t wear protective face masks. 


They enjoyed a welcome barista-made cappuccino and savoured the rich aromas from the bakery adjoining the coffee house. Later, while Luke went into the industrial area to collect the LNB device for Sharon, Mandy walked along the streets, treating herself to some new clothes, including some feminine essentials from a Pharmacy on Todd Mall.


After eating a hearty meal in one of Alice Springs’ many taverns, they checked into a motel for the night. The room wasn’t extravagant, but it was clean. Luke sat on the edge of the bed and began to take off his shoes. He watched Mandy walk into the bathroom and inspect the facilities.


She turned a tap on in the shower and tested the temperature with her hand. Satisfied, Mandy pulled her T-shirt off over her head. Luke stopped what he was doing; the sensuality of her body was mesmerising. She stripped off her shorts and then her underwear. Luke was hypnotised; he couldn’t take his eyes off her nakedness. Mandy stepped gracefully into the shower cubicle and let the water flow over her head and down her body.


Luke hurriedly tore off his clothes and threw them on the floor. He entered the small cubicle and pressed himself against Mandy’s back. She reached up to place her arms around Luke’s neck while his hands slid up to encompass her breasts. Mandy was tense with desire, and she melted into his arms. The shower rained down on them, soothing the heat of the passion that followed.


Lying on an outdated quilted bedcover, the annoying tick of the rusted ceiling fan went unnoticed as they slept deeply together. An unspoken bond of trust settled mysteriously upon them.










CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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At the crack of dawn, the day after his return, Luke stood atop an aluminium ladder. A work belt was strapped around his hips as he inspected the old LNB attached to a small satellite dish. Without taking his eyes off the device, he reached into the work belt and fumbled for a screwdriver. He worked on the device for a minute or two before removing the old LNB and disconnecting some wires.


Clambering down, he carefully opened a blue and white box and removed a similar-looking LNB. He took a moment to read an enclosed leaflet before climbing up the ladder again and connecting the replacement. He was trying to hurry as already, in the space of ten minutes, the sun’s heat had become apparent, and he didn’t want to have another shower before 8:00 am.


The installation went easily enough, but the next two hours were spent at his desk trying to calibrate the electronics. Once complete, he worked through the instructions Matt and Sharon had left for him. By mid-day, he was up to date, and the office was humming with his colleagues and an array of extremely sophisticated electronics.


Once his routine had settled back to normal, he used his idle moments to check through Sebastian’s calculations. He ran the numbers through various programmes he had access to, but eventually satisfied himself that Sebastian was correct; there was nothing wrong with his figures. The asteroid he was looking for should be where he expected it to be.


Checking the clocks on the wall, Luke noted it was just after midnight in Chile, so he dropped Sebastian an email asking him to call him at his convenience. Just in case Sebastian was awake, and as he was a bit of a night owl, he also sent him a text on Messenger.


As the sun was setting, Luke handed his terminal over to a colleague who would keep watch overnight. The lack of sleep from his trip to Alice Springs was catching up with him. He skipped dinner and went straight to bed.







The weekend had passed without incident. Luke had felt very lonely knowing Mandy was so close, yet totally out of his reach; even though they had managed to steal a couple of hours on Saturday afternoon between some of the weird shift work her facility demanded.


He appreciated that things were extremely hectic on the other side of the fence, but respectfully he abided by his promise not to ask questions. Nevertheless, he was comforted in the knowledge that they would spend the next day together, and hopefully at their secret waterhole.


Luke was the first in the office that Tuesday morning and began shuffling papers on his desk, getting ready for whatever Sharon and Matt threw at him. He came across a note he had made while talking to Sebastian the previous week and realised that Sebastian had not returned his call. He checked his Messenger App and noticed that Sebastian had not even seen his message from nearly a week prior. 


Checking the clocks on the wall, Luke called Sebastian. There was no reply. Taking a chance, he phoned the Observatory where Sebastian worked. The phone was picked up quickly.


“Buenas trades, pesto es Cerro Collowara.”


“Good Evening, this is Luke Kahn calling from Australia. Do you speak English?”


“Sí, Señor, yes, Sir. How can I help?”


“I’m looking for Sebastian Cortez, please.”


“Ahh… I am sorry, Seńor, but Sebastian is no longer with us.”


“Oh no,” Luke was saddened to hear this news. “Do you know where he has gone? He asked me to do something for him, and I need to pass him a message.”


There was a slight pause on the other side. “I am sorry to inform you, Seńor, but Sebastian has died.”


“What?” Luke exclaimed. “Oh no. How can that be? We only spoke last week. He was a good friend of mine.”


“I am very sorry to hear that, Seńor. It was very sad, Seńor. There was a criminal that broke into his house at night. Sebastian was killed during a fight with this intruder.”


“No,” was all Luke could say.


“I am sorry, Señor.”


Luke thanked the man and hung up. He slumped in his chair, shocked by the news. 


When Sharon and Matt came in and heard what happened, they commiserated with him. They could sense his sadness, so they gave him room to grieve in his own way.


Luke tried not to let his mental state affect his team and tackled his work with more dedication than usual. However, his thoughts kept returning to the days he and Sebastian had worked together, and the bond they had formed. Every so often he turned his attention to the notes he had made while talking to Sebastian so recently.


On the sheet of paper, he had scribbled a few notes, and in the top right-hand corner, he had pencilled ‘5h22m’. He recalled the conversation he had had with Sebastian; 


‘8976A travels slower than Earth, and 8976B orbits its mother quite rapidly, every five hours and twenty-two minutes. It rotates on its axis too.’


Luke circled the numbers and stared at them. Somehow those numbers seemed to mean something to him, but he had no idea why. Turning back to a task Sharon had set him the previous day, he tried to put Sebastian out of his mind.


The morning flashed by rapidly. Before he knew it, it was time for lunch. Finishing up some paperwork, Luke left his station for the canteen downstairs. The previous night’s meal was getting stale, and he knew the refrigerated truck from one of the IGAs in Alice Springs would be doing its rounds soon. He really felt like a chocolate bar, so he was impatient for the arrival of the truck.


Nobody was in the canteen, so he helped himself to what was prepared for the team, devoured it way too fast, and then returned to his computer. Sharon and Matt were deeply involved in a discussion about cryptocurrency. Not being interested in arguing that topic, Luke went straight to his desk. He picked up the sheet of paper with his scribblings and the various notes he had intended to discuss with Sebastian, gave it one more look, then scrunched it up and threw it in the bin.


Matt’s excited tone cut through Luke’s concentration.


“Look at that!” he exclaimed.


Sharon was leaning over Matt’s shoulder, studying his monitor.


“What?” Luke asked, a little annoyed at the interruption.


“Someone has zoomed into a photo by the Curiosity Rover and noticed a blip in the Martian sky.”


“Amazing,” Sharon scratched at her chin.


“A blip?” Luke asked.


“Yeah,” Matt replied excitedly. “It looks like a UAP, an unidentified aerial phenomenon.”


“A UFO,” Luke said dryly.


“Yeah, mate,” Matt smiled.


“That will be doctored,” Luke grumbled. “You, of all people, should know to look at only verified photos from NASA.”


“I do,” Matt defended his excitement. “I’ll be comparing this to the NASA-released photo.”


“Bet you a two-buck scratchy it’s a fake,” Luke muttered as he returned to his task.


Luke had just begun tapping some numbers into an App when he stopped and stared at the screen. His stare went right through the screen; he was not looking at anything in particular. Memories, thoughts and confusion swirled restlessly in his brain. Suddenly he looked up at Matt and Sharon. Sharon had pulled up a seat and was sitting beside Matt, pointing at something on his monitor.


“Hey, Matt,” Luke called across the room. “Where do you get your NASA images from?”


Matt looked at Luke. “From NASA, mate.”


“No, I know,” Luke was agitated. “I mean, how do you get them?”


“Through my NASA login portal. You okay, mate?”


“I’m fine, thanks. I’m curious, where does NASA get their photos from?”


“Jeez, mate, from their satellites or from whichever department releases them. What’s up with you?”


“Nothing,” Luke said and turned his attention to the carpet by his feet.


Suddenly, Sharon was beside him. “Luke, do you want to take the rest of the day off? You’ve had a bit of a shock.”


“No, thanks, Sharon,” Luke looked at his boss. “Something is bothering me, and I can’t quite place it. I’ll work through it, don’t worry.”


“Well, feel free to take the rest of the day off if you want,” Sharon offered.


“Thanks, I’ll be right,” Luke assured her.


Luke didn’t look at his computer. Instead, he turned his gaze to his dustbin. He suddenly reached for it and extracted the notes he had made for Sebastian, flattening the paper on his desk. He reread his notes, then glanced over at Matt, who by now was hammering away at his keyboard.


Luke stood and briskly walked over to the window. Mandy was not there. He cursed himself because he should have known that, and his quick movements may have attracted unwanted attention. Calmly he walked over to the coffee station, offering Matt a coffee on the way. He declined.


Luke poured himself a coffee and, as casually as possible, sauntered back to the window. He glanced outside, but still, the window was empty. He turned his back to the window and leaned against it. The heat from the afternoon seeped through his shirt. Luke stood quietly and watched Matt, who was oblivious to his stare. He looked out the window again. He was startled to see Mandy standing there, watching him with her usual cup wrapped in her hands.


“Hi,” Mandy signed.


“Hi,” Luke signed back and carefully placed his cup on the sill. “I’m worried. I must ask you a question.”


Luke watched Mandy casually check her surroundings. She brought her hand up close to her chest.


“Go ahead,” Mandy signed.


Luke also checked his surroundings. “Does the number 8976B mean anything to you?”


Luke saw Mandy jerk back slightly, slopping some liquid on the windowsill. She quickly pulled a tissue from her pocket and mopped up the spill. Composing herself, she placed her cup on the windowsill.


“Yes,” Mandy signed. “It means something to me. It is in every transmission. What is it?”


“It’s not a satellite,” Luke signed with a look of concern. “8976B is an asteroid.”










CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
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The security camera recorded Mandy punching her code into the keypad and opening the gate. Her glance at the security camera was instinctive but normal. She greeted Luke with a hug and a peck on the lips. He opened her door like a gentleman, then excitedly jumped into the driver’s side, started the engine, and drove off. It looked like any other ordinary day when the couple went for their weekly drive in the outback.


Everything looked normal, but it was far from that.


They chatted about trivial things, but under the dashboard, using sign language, Mandy had warned Luke to be careful of his conversation. Luke played along, changing the subject to echidnas, wallabies and red-bellied black snakes.


When they finally arrived at the spot where they usually left the car, Mandy, through hand signals, instructed Luke to leave not just his phone but his smartwatch, wallet and GPS in the car. She placed her phone on top of his before they closed the doors and then trekked the final two kilometres.


“I thought you weren’t worried about the GPS eavesdropping on us,” Luke said curiously.


“Ordinarily, no,” Mandy replied, “however, I’m aware of a technology that is being developed by a foreign country to install microscopic transmitters in microchips you find in SIM cards, credit and debit cards.”


Luke raised his eyebrows in surprise. He took the lead through a narrow gap between two rocks.


Mandy rejoined him by his side. “I don’t trust anything anymore. If you think about it, almost everyone in the world has a cell phone, so of course, law enforcement targets those for surveillance. What’s the next thing everyone carries?”


“A credit or debit card,” Luke said wryly.


“Bingo,” Mandy responded. “Have you ever wondered if technology has found a way to use a credit card to listen in on a conversation?”


“Mandy, that could be very scary,” Luke complained.


“I’m not saying it has happened yet, but I’m not saying it hasn’t. I’m just very careful what I say around any technology.”


The waterhole was an enchanting sight when they rounded the final boulder in the walk, and Luke wasted no time in setting up the gazebo they had left behind, with Mandy unfolding the chairs, constantly on the lookout for snakes or critters.


She didn’t wait for Luke to finish what he was doing. “What the hell is going on, Luke?”


“Sit,” Luke pulled the chairs closer together as he sat heavily.


Mandy sat, perched on the edge of the seat.


“Where do I start?” Luke sighed.


Mandy’s piercing blue eyes bored into his, waiting for him to explain the impossible to her.


“Okay, here goes,” Luke sighed. “There is a NASA mission currently unfolding where they are planning to impact an asteroid to see if it will alter its course. NASA calls it DART, or Double Asteroid Redirection Test. They want to see if they can alter the course of an asteroid that might threaten Earth in the future.”


“I know of it,” Mandy said, almost impatiently.


“But did you know the asteroid is a double asteroid?”


“No, what’s that?” Mandy asked.


“It’s a small asteroid, about 800 metres in diameter, but it has a smaller moon orbiting it almost every twelve hours. This moon is only about 200 metres in diameter, and it’s the moon NASA is targeting. If NASA hits it, they hope to see the orbit slow down by about 70 seconds. I calculate it will be more like half an hour. You can’t hit a small object floating in zero gravity, and in a vacuum, with half a ton of steel at twenty thousand kilometres per hour and expect to nudge it just a fraction.”


“Alright,” Mandy asked, wondering where this was leading to.


“When NASA impacts it, we will know by two methods. Firstly, the satellite that will impact Dimorphos, the moon’s name, will send back images, and when those images are released, everyone should see Dimorphos getting closer and closer, and we may even see the surface quite clearly just moments before the equipment is obliterated. Secondly, several telescopes on Earth will be watching and recording the moment, and theoretically, if Dimorphos is made of loosely compacted material, we should see a spray erupt from the asteroid.”


Mandy nodded her understanding so far. “And you think they will impact Dimorphos?”


“Oh, they’ll hit it alright,” Luke chuckled, recalling the two-dollar bet he would lose to Matt. He looked at Mandy, who was staring at him intently; her look meant business. He had never seen that side of her.


“Anyhow,” Luke quickly focussed his thoughts, “I need to take you back in time a little bit. In 1996 NASA launched a mission called NEAR Shoemaker, NEAR stands for Near Earth Asteroid Rendezvous. This mission was to explore an asteroid called Eros, and then, just before it depleted its thruster’s fuel, it would gently land on the surface of the asteroid.”


“I remember reading about that,” Mandy said. “It was a success if I recall.”


“Yes,” Luke frowned, “to a degree. There was a mishap. When the satellite approached Eros for the first time, it made a correction to enter its orbit, but almost as soon as the jets fired, the computer aborted the sequence, and this put the satellite out of control. If you can imagine, a satellite is a bit like a balloon floating in a room. If you prod it with your finger, it reacts, or bounces, and floats in the opposite direction. In space, because there is a vacuum, and therefore no air resistance to slow it down - it just keeps going. To make it stop, you need to prod it in the opposite direction with an equal amount of force. The interrupted fire sequence of NEAR put the thing into a catastrophic spin.”


Mandy said nothing but held a curious stare at Luke.


“Suddenly,” Luke continued, “with the capsule out of control, its onboard computers automatically started firing jets to try and correct the satellite and bring it under control. It used up just about all its fuel trying to fix this error. NASA almost lost the satellite forever.


“But, the computers recovered it and brought it under control. However, there wasn’t enough fuel left to complete the mission of orbiting the asteroid, taking photos and studying its composition. So NASA decided just to land it on the surface instead. They got it into a descending orbit and actually touched down gently. After they shut the satellite down, it froze solid; temperatures in space get close to minus 300 degrees. That was the end of the mission. NASA could never recover it; it’s almost 200 million miles away in space. The project was abandoned and practically forgotten now.”


“So, how does this affect the messages I am receiving?” Mandy asked.


“It doesn’t,” Luke said. “But you need to understand this to make sense of what I’m going to tell you. Let’s take a dip first; I’m boiling.”


“No,” Mandy stopped Luke. “Keep going. We can swim soon enough.”


“Alright,” Luke shuffled forward on his chair. “I want to ask you a question. Where do the photos from the satellites go when they are beamed back to Earth?”


“NASA?” Mandy answered uncertainly. “Mission Control or whatever they call it.”


“Exactly, but do they also receive their photos from third parties?” Luke said, but he was not smiling. “Just before NEAR landed on Eros, the world watched a huge kidney-shaped asteroid looming up on monitors around the world. It got bigger and bigger, and finally, there we were; touchdown. Photos from Eros at ten metres were beamed around the globe. We even saw a photo of the exact crater it landed in.”


“Where’s this going, Luke?” Mandy began to sound irritable.


“Did NASA show us those photos? Yes,” Luke answered his own question. “But where exactly did NASA get its photos from? Could NASA have failed to land and supplied fake photos to justify the multi-billion dollar project?”


“It’s possible, but I doubt they would do that,” Mandy mulled the question.


“You’re right. NASA probably wouldn’t. Too many people would have to be in the know to fool the scientific community. But what if NASA thought they were receiving photos of Eros? What if NASA was subject to a very simple hack? What if NASA released official photos they thought were genuine?”


Mandy pushed back in her chair and rubbed her temples in thought. “What are you saying, Luke? Who would do this, and more importantly, why?”


“I don’t know any of those answers, Mandy. When NASA releases stunning photos, we just accept them. Does NASA also accept them? What if…”


“Alright,” Mandy interrupted Luke. “Let’s just say that in this case, NASA was unknowingly hacked, and it was fed photos that were fake. What are we looking at?”


“It’s not what we are looking at; it’s what we are not looking at. I’m not saying all its photos are photoshopped or hacked. Maybe just certain photos. And one thing I am pretty sure of; NASA only releases what it wants to release or is permitted to. Hell, even the government restricts certain sensitive photos.”


“So what’s this got to do with, Eros?” Mandy asked. She was becoming intrigued, and Luke sensed that.


“It’s got nothing to do with Eros.”


Mandy loosened the elastic holding her ponytail in place and ran her fingers through her hair. She shook her hair out, then cast a look at the inviting waters of the pool.


“You’ve lost me, Luke,” Mandy sighed.


“Right-O, I thought I might have,” Luke stood suddenly. He looked agitated. “I was confused with all the information you gave me. It sounded like a satellite’s instructions, the jet bursts to reposition it, but everything in space is nominal; there is nothing unusual happening that I can see.


“Then, out of the blue, I got a call from a past colleague of mine in Chile, Sebastian. He studied at a large astronomy institution. He was tracking another double asteroid. Its moon was smaller than Dimorphos. But when this asteroid traversed the sun, and the glare made it impossible to track, he moved to other things.


“He later came back to the asteroid, but he couldn’t find it where it was supposed to be. Instead, he discovered a completely new asteroid near where he was expecting to find the one he had been tracking. This new asteroid was a single asteroid – it had no moon. But he was still miffed that he couldn’t find his double asteroid, so he asked me to check his calculations.


“I did, and I found his coordinates for the double asteroid to be correct.”


Mandy pulled her hair back into a ponytail and snapped the elastic in place. She reached for a bottle of water and took a sip, stalling for time to consider what her boyfriend was trying to tell her.


“Are you telling me this asteroid had lost its moon?”


“Exactly!” Luke exclaimed, then quickly sat on his chair again. “How does an asteroid lose its moon?”


“Well, it could have collided with another passing asteroid,” Mandy’s voice was calm.


“Logically, yes, that’s the only thing that could have happened. But…”


Mandy looked at Luke expectantly. “But what?”


“The asteroid Sebastian was observing has an identifying number; 8976A, and its moon is 8976B.”


Mandy’s look of confusion intensified. The coincidence was unnerving. She composed herself. “So, are you telling me someone put a rocket engine or propulsion device on the asteroid’s moon and is shifting it?”


“That’s what I think. Yes.”


“Okay, Luke, explain to me,” Mandy sighed in exasperation, “how is it humanly possible to land a propulsion device on a distant asteroid without someone knowing about it?”


“That’s the million-dollar question, Mandy. How?” Luke stood up again, and then immediately returned to his seat. “There are secret missions going into space all the time, and not only by your government. Ronald Reagan initiated a space programme dubbed ‘Star Wars’. The government was looking to set up laser beams in space to shoot down any ballistic missile that was launched at the USA.”


“I know that program,” Mandy said. “It became the Smart Rocks Project and then the Brilliant Pebbles Project. Clinton abandoned it for lack of funding.”


“Yes, but billions of dollars and some of the world’s smartest brains went into it for about a decade. Did it really get shut down for lack of funding? Really?”


“I’m sure it did. Trump initiated the project again when he was in power.”


“Fair enough,” Luke smiled. “Now, remember NEAR Shoemaker, back in 1996?”


“Yes, it landed on an asteroid called Eros,” Mandy said.


Luke pointed a finger to the sky and paused. “Did it?”


Mandy hesitated. “Luke, you just told me it did.”


“Yes, exactly! I told you it did,” Luke rubbed his hands together in frustration and took a deep breath. “NASA also told us it did. Hell, it even showed me and the entire world photos of Eros. It was an amazing feat of technology, and then NASA shut the whole thing down because of an alleged malfunction that wrecked the programme. NEAR Shoemaker is now a frozen hunk of metal on an asteroid 320 million kilometres away. Forever lost and forgotten, nobody talks about it anymore.


“But I put it to you,” Luke continued and became deadly serious, “what if NEAR didn’t go to Eros? What if it went to 8976B instead? What if we were fed fake photos and information about Eros instead?


“Go on,” Mandy said coldly.


“What if NEAR never had a malfunction, and it landed on 8976B, according to plan? What if it never carried any experimental equipment and landed with a massive cargo of only propulsion fuel and nothing else?”


Mandy sat quietly for a moment. “Impossible, Luke. I could punch holes in that theory quite easily.”


“Maybe,” Luke admitted. “But don’t you think the number 8976B in your messages and the identity of the asteroid is too much of a coincidence?”


“It could be, Luke. It just seems so farfetched. Why would NASA land a satellite on an asteroid and not tell anyone about it? Why would NASA want to move it? For what purpose?”


“Because,” Luke paused and glanced around the rocks and the pool. He shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s so top-secret that even you don’t know about it, not even your FBI. There’s another thing that makes me think someone is moving an asteroid; the codes. They sound like propulsion jet activations but on a much larger scale.”


Mandy slouched in her chair and looked at Luke sideways. “I find this hard to believe, Luke. It’s like a James Bond movie. It sounds incredulous.”


“Okay,” Luke leaned in and fixed his gaze on Mandy. “Then tell me this, what did you say the time between each activation was?”


Mandy frowned. “Every five hours, twenty-two minutes and twelve seconds.”


“Correct. Asteroid 8976B rotates on its axis, Mandy. Each rotation is exactly five hours, twenty-two minutes and twelve seconds.”


“Shit!” Mandy exclaimed. “You’re kidding, right?”


Luke shook his head slowly.


“Any more surprises?” Mandy asked.


Luke sighed resignedly. “Perhaps. 8976 has an inclination of less than one degree to that of Earth, which means it’s very close to our orbital plane. To me, this means it wouldn’t take much to bring it in line with our orbit. But, it’s a lot further away, so it will take a huge amount of manoeuvring to bring it closer to us. But, saying that, 8976’s moon is only about 150 metres in diameter, so it will be relatively easy to move.”


“You think it’s being moved to hit Earth?” Mandy asked in awe.


“Actually, it’s not going to hit Earth because its orbit is slower than ours. Instead, we are going to hit it.”


“We will hit the asteroid?”


“Yeah,” Luke nodded. “Earth will eventually start chasing the asteroid.”


Mandy shook her head disbelievingly. “What are you telling me, Luke?”


“I can’t tell exactly. I don’t know any of the parameters. I don’t know how much fuel is in the satellite, how much thrust each jet has, or how dense 8976B is; I can’t work anything out without enough information, specialised programming and a powerful computer. However, my wild guess is that 8976B will be brought into Earth’s orbital plane, and then, as we start catching up with it, someone will fine-tune the propulsion jets to target something on Earth. That won’t be difficult to do.”


“How do you control an asteroid with just one propulsion jet?”


“Good question,” Luke smiled. “Remember poking the balloon with your finger? Well, the asteroid’s moon is rotating on its axis, and it is also rotating around the asteroid itself, which needs to be accounted for. A little burst of propellant at just the right time will prod it in the desired direction, and its orbit can be manipulated. If you ‘prod’ it every five hours, twenty-two minutes and twelve seconds, you will constantly be prodding it in exactly the same direction. The velocity would gradually increase. 


“I do think that there’s insufficient gravity on an asteroid the size of 8976B to hold a satellite in place. My guess is that whoever is doing this had a drilling device on the satellite to anchor it to the asteroid.”


“Can that be done?” Mandy asked.


“I’m sure it can. The operator could use an explosive bolt or anchor system, or maybe some rare earth magnets if the surface contained iron, or both. I really don’t know, I’m not qualified to figure this one out, but there are some smart people in the world, and I’m sure someone would have a solution to this type of problem. Technically, I believe it could be done.


“Once the satellite is securely attached to the moon, it’s just a matter of calculating its position and rotation to move it in any direction with well-timed bursts of thruster energy.


Mandy shook her head slowly. “What damage can an asteroid that size do here?”


“Roughly, the Earth travels at about 30,000 metres per second, or 107,000 kilometres per hour, as it travels around the sun. If 8976B levels with our orbital plane, it should be travelling at about 100,000 kilometres per hour, so it will hit the Earth at about 7,000Ks an hour. When a rock about 150 metres in diameter hits us at that speed, you must know there will be massive destruction.”


“How massive?” Mandy quickly asked, dreading the answer.


“I can’t say. There are too many variables to take into consideration. The angle the asteroid hits the Earth, the speed, the density of the asteroid, or what it is made of. If it is ice and dirt, then most of it will break up when it enters the atmosphere. If it is made of rock, or iron, well, that changes again. 


“It will wipe out an entire city. To give you an example, an asteroid, only about 20 metres in diameter, exploded over Russia when it entered our atmosphere. It didn’t hit the ground, but it had 20 to 30 times more explosive energy than the atomic bomb dropped on Hiroshima. If the asteroid is dense and mostly intact and lands in the sea, particularly near a coastline, the tidal wave could be devastating. You would lose some very large coastal cities. Sydney, all the way to Brisbane, would be affected. New York to Washington, perhaps. Imagine it landing in the English Channel; London and Paris, and everything in-between would probably be annihilated.”


Mandy sighed. “Who would want to do this?”


“You tell me, Mandy. Sadly, I can’t help you there.”


Mandy looked up into the blue sky above and fell silent. A distant bird on a thermal circled silently, oblivious to the troubled humans on the planet. After a quiet pause, Mandy broke her stare and looked at Luke.


“If this is happening, how much time have we got?” Mandy asked.


“It’s hard to estimate right now. I don’t know when these people started moving the asteroid, how that affected its velocity, or more importantly, where the asteroid was located in relation to the Earth at the time they began moving it. I need specialised software to run my calculations, including assistance from some observatories around the world.”


“A rough idea?” Mandy pressed.


“Well, 8976A has reappeared from behind the sun, so, considering we are chasing it, and it’s close to our plane, and….” Luke went quiet as he bounced some numbers around his head. “Nah, can’t say. Between one and two years. Sorry.”


“I have to think,” Mandy said quietly.







The calm ripples of the pool caressed Mandy’s chin. Under the shade cast by the brim of her hat, she studied Luke’s face intently. He was looking at her too, but she couldn’t make out his expression or discern what he was thinking. She was in a quandary, she wanted to dash back to the facility and tell George what Luke had told her, but at the same time, she couldn’t tell her boss that she had been collaborating with a foreign national on a United States top-secret matter. 


It was a dilemma that had her mind racing. If there was any truth in what Luke was suggesting, she had to make the right people aware of it immediately, but just how she would do this was not going to be easy. Without Luke, she could never have puzzled this out. Then again, Luke could be completely wrong, and she would make a fool of herself. One way or the other, her career was now in jeopardy.


Mandy pushed silently towards Luke and draped her arms around his neck. She whispered into his ear. “Is it really possible to move an asteroid and control its direction?”


“Sadly, I think so. With the right equipment, enough fuel, and knowledge of the asteroid’s dynamics, yes. The technology exists, and I believe it’s happening right now,” Luke whispered back.


“I find that very hard to believe. It’s James Bond stuff,” Mandy repeated.


“I don’t know how you’re going to tell your boss this.”


“Neither do I,” Mandy groaned. “I can’t, that’s the simple truth of it. I’ll have to think about this very carefully. You can’t tell a soul either, Luke. Not a soul.”


“I won’t, don’t worry.”


“Not even your Chilean friend.”


“Oh, that was a sad thing. Sebastian died in a botched robbery at his home before I could get back to him.”


“I’m sorry, Luke,” Mandy said empathetically.


“Yeah, nice bloke. I never met him face to face, but we had a great friendship.”


“Life can be very fragile,” Mandy said sadly.


“Yep, and talking of that, I don’t want to lose you, Mandy. Ever. Have you thought about what happens if one of us is transferred?”


Mandy lifted Luke’s hat and kissed him on the cheek. “Let’s not discuss this at the moment. I’m in love with you, Luke, there is no denying that, but there is so much going on right now. It’s all so confusing and not what I had expected.”


Luke kissed Mandy on the lips. “I understand. My life is pretty simple. Take your time, there is no pressure, and when the time is right, we can make a plan.”


Mandy smiled, but her thoughts were not about Luke.










CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
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Mandy entered the office and saw Ashley already at her desk.


“Good Morning, Ash,” Mandy greeted her colleague.


Ashley pulled her headphones off and returned the greeting with a cheery smile. “How was your walk in the park?”


Mandy laughed. “Yeah, it was good, thanks. Did I miss anything?”


“The war in Ukraine is getting really ugly. We’re seeing images of genocide committed by the Russians.”


Mandy winced. “Any more threats of nuclear?”


“Yes, but they still seem like threats. I’m not sure which way it will go. Ukraine is on the offensive and making an impact. More of those strange messages came in for you yesterday. I forwarded them to George.”


“And?” Mandy asked curiously.


“Same old same old. No changes. There were two messages in total. Still a big mystery.”


“Thanks, Ash,” Mandy smiled her appreciation, took a seat at her desk and began her task of catching up.


It had been only five minutes when George entered and slipped into his office without greeting anyone. Soon, the familiar sharp double tap on the glass penetrated everyone’s headphones. George was summoning Mandy.


As she entered George’s office, he told her to close the door and take a seat.


“We got two messages yesterday,” George went straight to business. “None were any different from the others.”


“Yes,” Mandy agreed. “I saw them this morning.”


“Good. They are being dropped to ‘B’ Grade until something more substantial develops. I have a new assignment I need you to monitor, please,” George passed Mandy a brown folder. “Iran. Something is happening there, and we don’t know what it is. There is a lot of chatter from certain quarters which is concerning one of our operatives.”


“I’ll keep an eye on it,” Mandy agreed. “Anything I should look for? Keywords?”


“Yes, Guidance Patrol or Modesty Police. They regulate what women wear and how they behave. Seems they are getting a bit unpopular and full of themselves.”


“I’m on it,” Mandy said and stood to leave.


“Oh, your boyfriend has been flagged because of your liaison with him,” George laced his words with a little sarcasm.


“Oh,” Mandy looked surprised.


“Routine. I expected this. You should have expected this too. They’re sending someone out to interview him. And you.”


“What?” Mandy exclaimed.


“Quite normal. Don’t worry.”


“Sending someone out? Where from?”


“Stateside. You are a very high-value asset, Amanda. They want to vet this Lucas Kahn person thoroughly,” George explained.


“George,” Mandy said with a calm and calculated tone. “Why can’t they do this on a secure video link, like everyone else? Why send a guy all the way out - here of all places - to do an interview?”


“I have no idea,” George shrugged. “Major McAllister told me that he would be doing the interview personally. Maybe he has family in Australia.”


“Possibly,” Mandy replied, “but surely not in the dead centre of Australia. Major McAllister you say? Why someone from the military, not one of ours?”


“No idea. He was assigned, so that’s that. Don’t worry. I met him once. Paul McAllister is a decent person. He’s smart and has seen several tours of duty in Afghanistan and Iraq. I think you will actually like him.”


“I doubt it,” Mandy muttered. “Anything else, George?”


“No, that’s all, Amanda. Please ask Ashley to see me on your way out.”


When Mandy passed Ash, she tapped her on the shoulder and nodded at George’s office.


Ashley took her headgear off and stood. “You okay, girl?”


“No,” Mandy almost grunted. “I’ll tell you about it over lunch.”


Mandy sat at her desk and slipped on the headphones. Checking her screens momentarily, she hit the mute button and sat in perfect silence. She then typed in Major Paul McAllister and waited for the results.


An image of a man in his mid-40s appeared on her screen. Dressed in an immaculate military uniform with his cap tucked professionally under one arm, he had an alluring smile. Another image of him in battle fatigues showed he had a well-honed body. There wasn’t much information on the man, and a classified file on him was not accessible. He was currently stationed at the Pentagon.


‘The Pentagon’, Mandy thought to herself. ‘What’s the Pentagon got to do with my relationship with Luke? The Pentagon is military, nothing to do with the CIA, FBI or NSA. I don’t like this.’


At 10:00 am, Mandy took a break. She walked over to the coffee station and made herself a green tea. Strolling to the window, as if deep in thought, Mandy hoped Luke would make their unofficial 10:10 am meet-up at his window. The window was empty, and so she began willing Luke to appear.


‘Come on, Luke, come on,’ she said in her mind, over and over again.


Finally, Luke came into view holding his usual coffee mug.


“Hi,” he signed with a smile.


Mandy went straight to business. “Your friend in Chile. Sebastian? How did he communicate with you?”


Luke looked somewhat taken aback. “FaceTime. No, Facebook Messenger. It was Messenger.”


“Video or audio?”


“Audio. I called him back. Why?”


“So, you didn’t discuss 8976 in writing, just audio?”


Luke looked confused. “Also writing. Email. He sent information on 8976.”


Mandy rubbed her temples. She was struggling with this and could see that Luke was concerned.


“What’s wrong?” Luke signed to her.


Mandy composed herself. “How did Sebastian die?”


Luke looked very concerned. “I told you. Killed during a robbery, in his home. So sad, he was to be married soon.”


“Luke, I think he was assassinated.”


Mandy could see Luke was stunned by this revelation.


“I’m coming over to see you,” Luke signed.


“No!” Mandy signed frantically, then checked behind her to see if anyone was watching. “Don’t! No. Stay there. Someone from the US army is coming to see you.”


Luke shrugged as if asking why.


“They interview you because of me. I told you. I think he is a hitman. Ask me for barbecue tonight. Chat later.”


“Okay,” Luke agreed.


Mandy walked away from the window and sat at her desk. Her hands were trembling.







When Mandy walked out of the complex that evening, Luke was waiting at the gate. She put a spring in her step, and Luke made a good performance of showing excitement and joy at seeing her. Hand in hand they walked over to the tracking station. They stopped under Big Boy and marvelled at the massive structure and the celestial night sky that was unfolding at that hour of the evening.


Luke suddenly patted his trouser pockets. “Damn, I must have left my mobile inside,” he said, making a deliberate show of it.


“Me too,” Mandy tried to smile. “Wallet?”


“That too.”


Mandy stood close to Luke and slipped her arm around his waist. They stood arm in arm, watching the stars.


“I think you have stumbled onto something, Luke,” Mandy whispered.


“I can’t believe you think Sebastian was murdered because of it,” Luke whispered back, keeping his gaze upwards.


“This is big, Luke. I think it is happening, just as you thought, and someone will kill to keep the mission secret. Now someone from the military is coming here to interview you. Normally this would be standard procedure, but it would be someone from the FBI, never the military.”


“So how would they know that I know something?”


“You exchanged emails. Someone must have been monitoring a keyword, or keywords, like 8976, or Asteroid, or whatever, and Sebastian and you were pinged.”


“So,” Luke said carefully, “If I was pinged, then you must have been pinged by association with me?”


“Yes, and they will interview me too now. I will try and convince them we talk about your astronomy and kangaroos and benign things. If they ask you about 8976 or Sebastian, you can’t deny anything - they already know and have copies of your emails.”


“Crikey, Mandy,” Luke exclaimed and looked down at her.


“Keep looking at the stars, Luke,” Mandy said calmly. “Did you ever send Sebastian any details of what you found?”


“No,” Luke said. “No, I tried to call him, and I also texted him to call me back, but when he didn’t reply, I phoned his work. That’s when they told me he had died.”


“Good. If they ask you about Sebastian, just tell them you didn’t have enough information to work on his problem.”


Luke nodded slowly. “I’m worried.”


“Don’t be. It will be fine. Just don’t do any web searches for asteroids for the next couple of weeks, if you can help it. We will need to keep in touch more regularly. I’ve set up an email address. It’s just a commercial platform, but their security is tighter than most. It’s just one address, which means we send and receive to ourselves every time. It might be confusing to start.”


“No worries,” Luke said, pointing into the distance with an exaggerated arc. “I’m just trying to look like I’m showing you something in the sky. How am I doing?”


Mandy smiled. “The address is Mandy and Luke at proton mail dot com. One word, all lowercase, no spaces. Log into Proton Mail and use that address as your login. Password is usaaustralia. I’ll change the password every three days and sign it to you.”


“Mandy and Luke,” he repeated, “at proton mail dot com. Alright, got it.”


“Right-O mate,” Mandy said in her best attempt at an Australian accent. “Time to throw a snag on the baarbie then.”


Luke smiled. “Where did you get that from?”


“Google,” Mandy said. “Now try and act normal.”










CHAPTER NINETEEN
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When Major Paul McAllister entered the Operations Room, George left his office quickly and greeted him like an old friend. They pumped hands and shared a laugh. George took the Major for a short tour of the facility and introduced him to some of the team.


Major McAllister was an imposing man. He stood at six-foot-two with a military-style short back and sides with a flat-top haircut. His dark eyes matched his hair; black. He was clearly at the peak of his fitness, with his upper body being his strongest asset. A small scar showed above his left eyebrow.


When he was introduced to Mandy, he didn’t try to hide his appreciation for her feminine curves. Mandy took an immediate dislike to the man.


“The Major is here to ask you some standard questions about your relationship with the Australian man next door, Agent Richardson,” George smiled and nodded at her interrogator.


“Lucas Kahn,” Mandy said dryly. “I’ve been expecting this. Would you like to start now? I have a moment.”


“No,” McAllister smiled menacingly, “not right now. It’s been a long day, and I want to freshen up. Perhaps later this evening?”


“I start my shift at 8:00 am tomorrow. That would suit me fine. You okay with that, Boss?” Mandy spoke directly to George.


“Oh,” George was caught off guard by the subtle verbal jousting; he didn’t expect Mandy’s abrupt counter-response. “Of course, Agent Richardson. That would work for you, Major?”


McAllister’s smile was sinister. “Of course, no problems. 0800 hours tomorrow, then.”


“Perfect,” George quickly ushered McAllister away. “Let me show you to your room. Not a lot of luxury here, you know, but we make do.”


Mandy looked across at Ashley and knitted her eyebrows. She was not amused. Ash signalled her to calm down. Mandy mouthed the word ‘moron’.







At exactly 8:00 am, Mandy walked into the Operations Room, not a moment sooner, not a moment later. McAllister was sitting in the Secure Room reading through a file, tapping the back of a pencil on the table surface.


A couple of her colleagues were in the room, which comforted her slightly, but Ash and George had not arrived yet. Taking a deep breath, Mandy walked to the Secure Room and entered.


“Good morning, Major.”


“Good Morning, Agent Richardson,” he replied, the smirk on his lips had not softened.


“Shall we start then?” Mandy pulled up a chair opposite the man. She deliberately left the door open.


Major McAllister made a deliberate effort to look at the door and then back at Mandy, but she just sat still and smiled sweetly. McAllister stood and shut the door. All noise from outside suddenly went eerily quiet.


“Right,” he said as he resumed his seat. “You are aware that I am tasked to interview you when you become involved in a relationship with a foreign national?”


“Yes,” Mandy said, holding her smile and composure.


“Because of your station and security clearance, this is to ascertain if your relationship with a foreign national might conflict with United States national interests.”


“I’m aware of that.”


“Some questions may be deemed very personal. I encourage you to be open and honest with me. I am compelled to inform you that this interview will be recorded. Do you understand?”


“I do,” Mandy said.


“Alright. You are seeing this man, Lucas Kahn, are you not?”


“Yes.”


“What can you tell me about him?”


“He’s one of the satellite tracking staff next door. His key focus is locating satellites, positioning the dishes and calibrating the receivers, as far as I know. He is single, was engaged to an Australian female who passed prematurely because of some medical complaint, and he has a sister in Melbourne who works for the Bureau of Meteorology.”


“What drew you to this man?”


“Chemistry? I don’t know. I like him. I like his character and his sense of humour.”


“Have you ever discussed what you do here?”


“No, of course not. He has no idea what I do. I have advised him not to ask, and he has respected that. He doesn’t know anything about me, not even my surname. I understand the rules, and I like my job.”


“And your security clearance,” McAllister said sarcastically.


Mandy looked at him sideways and decided not to answer that.


“How did you two meet?”


“I went for a walk inside the perimeter one day, and he was outside. We chatted through the fence briefly.”


“When was that?” McAllister softly demanded.


“About three months ago. Somewhere around then,” Mandy answered.


“How do you communicate with him?”


Mandy chuckled. “He sends a handwritten note over. He gives it to Charlie at the gate, who gives it to George, who gives it to me. It’s usually quite humorous the way he does it.”


“Do you still have these notes? Can I see them?”


“Sure. Everyone has read them before I get them. We don’t seal them in envelopes; we just fold the paper over. Charlie, George, everyone reads them before I get them. You may as well, too; there’s no privacy here.”


The Major smiled. “You haven’t exchanged emails or phone numbers?”


“No. We arrange our next date at the end of the last date. Then we don’t speak until we meet again.”


“So, your communications with this man are on a weekly basis? Just when you meet on your day off and nothing during the week?”


“Correct.”


McAllister looked into Mandy’s eyes. “Are you sleeping with him?”


Mandy expected this. “Yes,” she said firmly. “We have regular sex.”


“Where do you have sex?” McAllister grinned, then looked around the room. “Here? In your room? In his room? On the back seat of the car?”


Mandy’s eyes turned to slits. “Anywhere we can, but not here. He has never entered the precinct.”


McAllister nodded his acceptance of this and opened his file. “Has he ever mentioned any friends that may work for the Australian government?”


“No.”


“Work colleagues?”


“He has a colleague called Matt. I have met him; they get on well. I’ve also met Luke’s boss, Sharon Tunks.”


McAllister cleared his throat. “I asked you if he had any friends who worked for the Australian government. You said no. Is the observatory next door privately owned or operated by the Australian government?


Mandy realised he had set a trap for her. She thought fast. “I have no idea. As I said, I do not discuss work with him, and neither does he discuss his work with me.”


“What about personal friends? People he went to school with?


“No, nothing really.”


“I have a list of names on his file, people I will need to interview. Matthew, of course, is one of them. Stewart? Did he ever mention him?”


“No,” Mandy said, casting a pensive look at the ceiling.


“Martin”


“No.”


“Andrew?”


“No.”


“Sebastian?”


There it was, Mandy thought; the hitman had confirmed her worst fears.


“No,” Mandy said calmly, still staring at the ceiling.


“Are you sure?”


“Apart from Matt and Sharon, hmm… no, nobody I can think of. I remind you; we have not been in this relationship very long. It has been a bit of a whirlwind affair.”


McAllister took that on board and nodded. “Where do you two go on your days off?”


“In the bush, the outback as they call it here. Luke enjoys the outdoors, and strangely enough, so do I. We picnic or just explore. Once, we went to Alice Springs for the night. And because I know you’re going to ask me, the answer is yes, we had sex in a motel.”


Mandy’s smile was condescending, and it achieved what she wanted; her interrogator was caught firmly on the back foot. This didn’t stop him, though, from piling on the pressure, and three hours later, Mandy was dismissed.


“What was that all about?” Ashley asked Mandy when she passed her desk.


“Vetting my choice of boyfriend,” Mandy’s sarcasm prevailed.


“Three hours? Heavens, girl.”


“Yeah, tell me about it. We can chat tonight,” Mandy whispered as she returned to her station.


When nobody was watching, Mandy opened a secure browser, pulled up Proton Mail, and wrote a four-word note to Luke:


‘He knows. Be careful.’










CHAPTER TWENTY
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Sharon walked down the corridor and answered the ring on the front door of the complex. Major McAllister presented himself with a friendly smile. He wore a white long-sleeved business shirt, open at the neck, and smart jeans. His leather shoes, Sharon decided at a glance, were expensive.


“Hello,” McAllister beamed. “My name is Major Paul McAllister. I’m from the building next door. I’m looking for the Manager, please.”


“That would be me. Sharon Tunks.”


McAllister knew that already. He extended his hand and shook Sharon’s, trying to be as friendly as possible.


“Pleased to meet you. I wonder if I may have a word with one of your staff?”


Sharon smiled, opened the door wide and stepped aside. “Certainly. Come in. We don’t get many visitors from your side.”


“I know,” he allowed a laugh to escape. “We tend to keep to ourselves.”


“That’s understandable; we know your facility is top-secret.”


“That’s why I need to have a chat with one of your staff,” McAllister continued with his fake smile.


“I was expecting that,” Sharon said. “Lucas Kahn, right?”


“Yes, unfortunately,” McAllister dropped his smile briefly. “It’s standard protocol that when a member of our department becomes romantically involved with a foreign national, we need to interview both parties. We believe it is in our country’s national interest, as I am sure you know, we need to be cautious about. But these interviews happen all the time. It’s quite common, and nothing to be worried about.”


“I can imagine how cautious you people are,” Sharon said rather dryly.


“I’m glad you understand. My interview with Mr Kahn won’t take long, I’m sure, and I do appreciate you facilitating this at such short notice.”


“Too easy,” Sharon said and turned to walk upstairs.


Sharon led McAllister to the Control Room. She gave the visitor a quick overview of the equipment and computer screens on the walls and then took him to Luke’s desk.


“Luke,” Sharon began the introductions, “this is Major McAllister from the American facility. He would like a quick word with you.”


Luke jumped to his feet and smiled broadly. “G’day, mate, how ya doin?”


“Good, thank you,” the Major shook Luke’s hand. “I hope you don’t mind if we have a bit of a chat?”


“Nah worries, mate. I was expecting you ages ago. What took you so long?”


“Ahh,” McAllister looked a little uncomfortable and turned to Sharon. “Is there somewhere Mr Kahn and I could talk in private?”


Sharon agreed to let them use her office, the only room that would be suitable. Just as they were about to walk off, Luke noticed McAllister scan his desk with hawk-like eyes. The friendly smile had long disappeared.


Luke led the way into Sharon’s office and quickly took her seat, flicking her computer screen off and closing a file that lay open on the desk. This left McAllister to close the door and take the spare seat.


“So, what do you want to know, Major?” Luke leaned back in the chair with an exaggerated look of casual comfort.


“As you know, Ms Richardson has a certain level of security clearance which means….”


“Richardson!” Luke exclaimed. “Crikey, I didn’t even know what her surname was. Thanks for that, mate. Richardson,” Luke turned the word over in his mouth.


McAllister was flustered and on the back foot right from the start. Luke could see he had rattled him but kept his act going.


“I thought she had given you her surname. Never mind. I need to inform you that we will have to do a security check on you. I assume you are aware of that?”


“Mate,” Luke grinned, throwing in some Australian outback slang. “I thought you already had but. Feel free to do another one. I don’t mind.” 


Luke could see that addressing the Major as ‘mate’ was irritating him no end; he knew it was totally contrary to military-style etiquette. Nevertheless, he would deliberately keep at it, and as often as possible.”


The Major composed himself. “You are aware, Mr Kahn, that….”


“Call me Luke, mate. We’re hundreds of miles from civilisation; we may as well be friends but.” Luke noticed he probably had pushed the Major a little too far on that one. “Sorry, go ahead,” he apologised.


McAllister cleared his throat. “As you are aware,” he paused, “if any of our staff engage in a relationship with a foreign national, they are required to undergo security checks, and they must be informed of the consequences if certain protocols are not adhered to or contravened. You, Mr Kahn, will be required to sign certain legal declarations too. Penalties of breaching these declarations are severe.”


The interrogation began, and at times Luke found it quite threatening. McAllister’s countenance changed dramatically, and behind Luke’s calm and easy-going facade, he felt violated and terrorised. The Major dropped several names, many of which were Luke’s personal friends going back to his school days. Even Sebastian was mentioned, and he was questioned about the ‘problem’ Sebastian had wanted Luke to help him with.


Luke understood this man had read his email from Sebastian and had probably realised that he had spoken on Messenger, so it was pointless giving him anything but the truth. However, some truths would be withheld.


Luke composed himself. “Sebastian wanted me to check on the coordinates of an asteroid he had lost track of, yet found another one in its place.” Luke allowed himself to chuckle. “He hoped they would name it after him.”


“Which asteroid was he following?”


“It didn’t have a name but a number designation. 8956 or something like that.”


“8956?” McAllister wrote the number down. 


“8956, or 8976, I can’t remember. I have it on my desk somewhere if you want the correct number.”


“That’s not necessary. Why did he think he found a new asteroid?”


“The asteroid he was following was a double asteroid; it had a moon orbiting it. The one he discovered did not. It was confusing to him. It was confusing to me too.”


“Did you find it?” McAllister asked, trying to sound casual in the question.


“No, mate, we’re a satellite tracking station, not an observatory. We don’t have telescopes here. I was just helping him with a mathematical calculation to find his lost asteroid.”


“Did you give him the calculations to whatever it is you did for him?”


“No, I tried, but he’s not answering his phone or his emails. He’s probably on vacation somewhere. Sadly, when he gets my answer, it won’t help him; the coordinates will be redundant.”


“I see,” McAllister nodded slowly. “Now, getting back to your relationship with Agent Richardson….”


The lecture began again. Luke was left with no illusion that his past had been thoroughly researched. McAllister didn’t mince his words, and after two hours of questions, which sometimes had a condescending tone, he ended the session.


“So, Mr Kahn, are we perfectly clear?”


“Yes, Sir,” Luke had become more formal when he realised he was out of his depth with this man.


Next came the Non-Disclosure Documents that Luke read with trepidation. The penalties that could be imposed on him, should he contravene any of the hundreds of clauses, were severe. Reluctantly he signed on the dotted line.


“Good. Now, where do you two go on your Wednesdays off? Mandy tells me you like to explore and see the… ‘outback’ as you call it?”


“Nowhere in particular,” Luke replied.


“I’m a bit of an outdoorsman myself,” McAllister smiled genuinely for the first time. “I’ll be in these parts for a few more days. Perhaps I could come out with you two tomorrow? I’ve never been to Australia before. No point in going home without enjoying what’s on offer.”


Luke didn’t know what to say. The last thing he wanted was to spend a day with this thug and forfeit a rare day with the love of his life. He knew McAllister knew that too, however, it was a very tricky situation.


“Yeah, mate. You’d enjoy it,” Luke smiled and tried to act the way he had previously. “You got hiking boots?”


“Yes,” McAllister’s smile was cold.


“Right-O, we don’t want you stepping on a brown snake. Not out here anyhow.”


“What time shall we meet?” McAllister asked coldly.


“Five o’clock on the dot, outside your gate. Mandy will be waiting.”


“Oh,” McAllister momentarily looked saddened. “I heard earlier that Mandy has been assigned a time-sensitive task tomorrow and has had her free day cancelled. Looks like it will be just you and me… mate,” McAllister said with a sinister grimace.


Luke’s smile vanished; he couldn’t help it. “Right-O, no worries. Just you and me then.”


“Good. 0500 hours tomorrow, and don’t be late,” McAllister said as he stood and let himself out of the building.


Luke sat quietly for a while, contemplating what had transpired. He switched on Sharon’s monitor, opened a secure browser and sent Mandy an email. In as few words as possible, he explained the interview was gruelling and that McAllister would go out with him the next day, without her. He didn’t think McAllister suspected anything.


Luke clicked the send icon and saw the email disappear into cyberspace. He sat back and rubbed his temples. He noticed his armpits were damp. The whole affair was distressing him.







McAllister strode into George’s office. “Thanks for your cooperation, George,” McAllister said. “I’ve done my interviews, and all checks out.”


“That’s good to know, Paul. Shall we grab a bite in the canteen?”


“I’ll pass if you don’t mind. I’m going to have an early night; jet lag, you know.”


“Certainly,” George stood to walk him out.


“I do have a favour to ask, if you don’t mind? There’s a very sensitive NATO meeting scheduled in Finland tomorrow. We believe they want to join NATO, which will be a blunt stick in Putin’s eye. Our operatives have equipment in place, and I need someone who can speak Finnish or Swedish to monitor the meeting.”


“Agent Richardson can do that for you. I’m sure she wouldn’t mind.”


“She can speak those languages?” McAllister asked, knowing what the answer would be.


“Fluently. She’s excellent with languages,” George said and tapped his glass partition with the back of his pen.


When all eyes lifted, he signalled Mandy to his office. She grudgingly rose and sauntered over.


“Agent Richardson,” George began, “Major McAllister has an operation unfolding in Finland tomorrow. Would you mind following the operation for him and reporting on it? It will probably be in Swedish or Finnish.”


“Sure,” Mandy answered without hesitation. Her smile was accommodating. “Just give me the credentials, and I’ll do that for you.”


“Thank you, Agent Richardson,” McAllister smiled. “You will have everything you need on your desk before oh-eight hundred hours.”


“Thank you,” Mandy replied. “Will that be all?”


Mandy was dismissed, and McAllister politely left the Operations Room for his accommodation. Seated on his bed, he opened his carryall and pulled out a satellite phone. He turned it on and waited for a connection. Once made, he dialled a number. It was immediately answered.


“Yes?” a raspy voice scraped through the receiver.


“Code Nine Whisky Alpha,” McAllister said.


“Go ahead.”


“He knows,” McAllister said coldly. “He acts dumb, but he’s smart. He knows.”


“The girl?”


“She checks out, but I’m not certain. I can’t put my finger on it.”


“You’ll have to deal with the boy.”


“Tomorrow,” McAllister grinned and terminated the call.
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Just before 05:00 am, Luke was waiting at the American facility’s gate, his engine gently turning over. Right on cue, McAllister emerged and hopped into Luke’s vehicle, all smiles. There was no animosity whatsoever. He threw his holdall onto the back seat and buckled up.


“Let’s go,” McAllister beamed. “I love an adventure.”


As Luke pulled off, he suddenly slowed. “My apologies, mate, I left a spare battery for the GPS in my office. Just be a sec.”


“Very cautious of you. That’s commendable.”


“Yeah, never go bush without a spare battery and extra water.”


Luke jumped out of the car and walked quickly into the tracking station. He ran up the stairs two at a time. Only one person staffed the Control Centre at that hour. He greeted her as he dashed for his desk. Reaching for the spare battery, his heart suddenly missed a beat. A dull dread rushed through him like a wave of sludge through his gut.


Lying on his desk, in plain sight, were his notes for Sebastian. At the top of the page, he had written the words ‘NEAR Shoemaker”. He had written over the words several times, making them bold and followed by three question marks. Not only that, he underscored the words with a bold arrow pointing to the name ‘8976B’.


His mind flashed to when McAllister was introduced to him. The Major had scanned his desk intensely, but only for a second. It would have been impossible for him not to see that.


“Shit!” Luke whispered.


Looking around, he quickly opened a secure browser to compose an email to Mandy. Instead, he found an email from her.


‘Be careful. Take him to where we park the car. Stay only in that area but don’t show him the pool.’


Luke hit reply and typed just two words: ‘He knows.’ Before he could send it, McAllister suddenly called from the doorway.


“What’s taking you so long?”


“Coming, mate,” Luke smiled back. “Just logging off - I left my computer on last night.”


Luke clicked ‘send’, and then killed the computer.


“Let’s go,” he smiled, waving the spare battery in the air.







“This is far enough,” McAllister said to Luke. “Pull over here.”


“Another twenty minutes, mate, and I’ll show you some amazing rock paintings which are probably 60 000 years old.”


The journey had been strained, and this was the first time McAllister had said anything to Luke in over fifteen minutes.


“I said this is good enough,” McAllister looked at Luke menacingly and casually pulled a military-issue M17 handgun from under his jacket. He gently placed it alongside his leg so that Luke could see it.


Luke’s eyes widened in shock when he saw the sidearm. Fear and dread overcame him as his mind raced. He realised he was in a deadly situation; he was miles from anywhere and with a madman who was going to kill him.


“I said pull over,” McAllister said coldly.


Luke slammed on the brakes and skidded to a halt.


“What the hell?” Luke said as a cloud of dust enveloped them.


“You’ve been lying to me, haven’t you?”


“Mate, what are you talking about?” Luke almost pleaded.


McAllister quickly looked over his left shoulder. “You and I are going to have a little talk. Now, get off the road. Drive over that hill.” McAllister quickly pointed off to the left with his gun.


Luke wracked his brain. If he ran, he might escape, maybe dodging a bullet or two, but by the time he unclipped his seatbelt and opened the door, he would be dead. Another thought horrified him; if he was killed even 100 metres off the side of the road, it would take decades before anyone might stumble on his remains - maybe never.


“Move it!” McAllister shouted suddenly.


Luke jerked in fright. He gripped the wheel tightly, punched the accelerator and turned off the dirt road, spraying stones and dust behind him. They bounced and swayed over the uneven, rocky desert floor until they crested the small hill ahead of them. Just over the top, McAllister instructed Luke to cut the engine and give him the keys. He then got out and walked around to Luke’s door, opening it.


“Get out,” McAllister pointed his pistol in Luke’s face. “We’re going to have a little chat.”


Luke reluctantly obliged and carefully alighted. McAllister waved his pistol off to the right, forcing Luke to walk ahead of him. After about twenty metres, McAllister told him to stop. Luke turned to face him.


“So,” McAllister frowned as he held his aim at Luke, “how did you work it out?”


“How did I work out what?”


“You know what I’m talking about.”


“Give me a clue, mate,” Luke said innocently.


“NEAR Shoemaker. How did you figure that out?”


Luke’s shoulders slumped. “So I was right,” Luke said under his breath. “It was a theory posed to me by Sebastian, in Chile,” Luke lied. “He wondered if a fuelled-up satellite could shift a small asteroid if Earth were threatened. It’s not a new theory; thousands of people constantly talk about it. Even NASA has a programme happening right now to try and shift the course of an asteroid.”


“No, I want to know how you discovered that NEAR Shoemaker didn’t land on Eros.”


“Just a whacked-out theory, mate. I didn’t know.”


“Did your friend, Sebastian, know?”


“No, he was confused. He was asking me for help in… Did you kill him?”


“Did you tell anyone about your theory?” McAllister avoided the question.


“Bastard!” Luke exclaimed. “He was a decent man. He was about to get married.”


McAllister fired a round at Luke’s feet. Luke jumped in surprise. He felt the sting of tiny fragments of rock peppering his shins.


“You will answer my questions,” McAllister threatened, “or the next bullet will be in your brain. You got that… mate? Now, have you discussed your theory with anyone?”


Luke knew that if he said yes, Mandy’s life would be in jeopardy too. He needed to sound convincing.


“No,” Luke ran his fingers through his hair. “If I had suggested it to anyone, they would have laughed at me. Besides, it was only a few days after Sebastian contacted me before you arrived.”


“What about your girlfriend?”


Luke’s blood ran cold. “I told you; we don’t discuss our work. I didn’t even know her surname until you told me, you idiot.”


McAllister slowly levelled his aim at Luke’s head.


“Wait!” Luke raised his hands in defence. “I’d like to ask you a question. Please. Can I ask you one question?”


McAllister smirked. “Alright, go ahead, ask me a question.”


“You’re going to kill me anyway, so humour me. Why are you moving 8976B into Earth’s orbit?”


“You know, you’re smarter than I thought,” McAllister laughed. “How did you figure that out?”


“Basic mathematics. I extrapolated some calculations.”


“Smart kid.”


“But why? What’s your target? I know you’ll probably be able to pinpoint your target when you get it closer to Earth.”


McAllister smiled snidely. “You know what? I’ll humour you. I don’t know if you’ve heard, but Russia has attacked Ukraine.”


“Yes,” Luke replied. “Of course I know.”


“I’m sure you have, but do you know why?”


“Not really, no.”


“Several reasons, actually. Firstly, Putin wants to be like Peter the Great and reunite all that was Russia before Perestroika during Gorbachev’s reign, but that’s just an ego thing. Secondly, Ukraine sees Russia as a threat, so the Ukrainians want to join NATO. Putin does not want NATO on his border.”


“Why not?” Luke asked, screwing his eyes against the increasing daylight and heat.


“Article Five. NATO’s Article Five states that an attack on one member is an attack on all members. Once Ukraine joins NATO, Putin is history. Now, Russia is a nuclear power. Ukraine is not. If Russia drops a nuke on Ukraine, there is nothing much anyone can do. But if he drops a nuke on a NATO member, they will drop a nuke on him - more than one, more likely.


“This will trigger a military doctrine called MAD, or Mutually Assured Destruction. If one country drops a nuke on another, the other country will do likewise, and both combatants will be mutually destroyed - total Armageddon. Nobody will win, neither the aggressor nor the aggrieved, or the entire world for that matter.


“There’s another reason. Ukraine is a very productive country. It has vast supplies of wheat and other agricultural industries. Plus, it has a lot of energy generation capacities, including nuclear power. They had Chernobyl after all. Putin wants all that.


“The problem is that Putin is threatening to use his nuclear capabilities. We don’t know if we can trust him to restrain himself. We have no idea if Russia is responsible enough to have nukes. Russian egos are dangerous to the extreme. Putin needs to be neutralised. In fact, Russia needs to be militarily neutralised.”


Luke rubbed his forehead; he was starting to sweat. “So, you can’t nuke him,” he said slowly, “because he will nuke the USA - mutual Armageddon.”


McAllister laughed. “You see, you’re not so stupid.”


Luke looked the Major in the eyes. “So, if you can’t nuke him, you can drop an asteroid on him. An Act of God. Same effect with no retaliation.”


“A natural event, indeed. The devastation will be massive. Their economy will be totalled. Countries worldwide will come to their aid to help with the biggest humanitarian disaster ever recorded in history. In compensation, Russia will have to divide its country, like what happened to Germany after World War Two. Their nukes will be neutralised. Problem solved.”


“Very clever,” Luke admitted. “Where’re you going to target the impact? Moscow?”


“You would think so, wouldn’t you? No, interestingly enough, twenty-four kilometres off the coast of St. Petersburg.”


“Why there?” Luke stalled for time, despite it being hopeless. Besides, he found the conversation enlightening.


“Firstly, a large concentration of Russia’s nukes are hidden around St. Petersburg, and secondly, hitting the sea with a 150-metre rock at 20,000 kilometres an hour will cause a massive tsunami. St Petersburg will be annihilated. St. Petersburg is also Putin’s home. Isn’t that a curious bit of irony?” McAllister laughed.


McAllister continued. “Unfortunately, Helsinki in Finland will also be annihilated; but that’s the price humanity will have to pay.”


“Why Helsinki?” Luke exclaimed. “There are over half a million people there, for fuck’s sake! If you hit St Petersburg directly, you won’t kill all those innocent people in Finland.”


“Very good question, Mr Kahn. There are several reasons: one, we want to maximise the damage, and two, Finland is not a member of NATO, but now it wants to become a member because the Finnish population are shit-scared Putin will come after them once he is done with Ukraine. Putin doesn’t want another NATO country on his border, so once he takes over Ukraine, assuming he will, we predict he will go into Finland pretty smartly. Then, we believe, most of Finland’s population will flee to Sweden, another non-NATO country. By then, Putin will have amassed large numbers of his troops in Helsinki, so we will simply drown them too. Two birds with one stone. Excuse the pun,” McAllister burst out laughing at his own joke.


“You people are unbelievable,” Luke shook his head in dismay.


“Oh, it gets better. What else would happen after a massive nuclear-style explosion?”


“Go on, tell me then,” Luke was disgusted with the man.


“You’re a smart boy; work it out. I’ll give you a hint. Didn’t you work for the Bureau of Meteorology once?”


It only took a second for Luke to realise where McAllister was leading the conversation. “The dirt and dust and steam that is blasted into the atmosphere might send most of Europe into darkness.”


“No, most of Russia. Tell me, Mr Weatherman, which way does the jetstream travel.”


Luke grimaced. “West to east. So, the debris will drift over Russia and send it into darkness. It will probably trigger an ice age in the northern hemisphere.”


“You see, you’re a smart boy. This contingency has been in place since the mid-1990s. We’ve had it ready for decades, just in case any country stepped out of line. It was only the target that needed to be decided. Unfortunately, Russia put its hand up first,” McAllister laughed again.


Luke just stared at McAllister in disbelief. Sadness clouded his face. He could not believe anyone could be so heartless.


“I’ll give you one last question, Mr Kahn,” McAllister said, his tone grim as he raised the pistol and pointed it directly at Luke’s face.


“When?” was all Luke could say.


“14th February next year; Valentine’s Day. At 08:12 pm local time, or very close to that. It will be winter, freezing cold and dark most of the time. No electricity, no food, no hospitals; the weather will help maximise the casualties.”


“You are totally barbaric,” Luke said in dismay.


“As a mathematician, I’m sure you realise we can pinpoint the place, date and time with incredible accuracy. Nice meeting you, Mr Kahn,” McAllister said as he took careful aim. “Such a waste.”







Mandy entered the Operations Room at 5:30 am. As usual, Ashley had already started. She was a very dedicated member of the team who put in far more hours than necessary.


“What are you doing here? It’s your day off, isn’t it?” Ashley greeted Mandy.


“Yeah, but the Major wants me to eavesdrop on a NATO meeting. Luke’s been cancelled today.”


“Poor thing,” Ashley sympathised.


Mandy sat at her station and flicked on some switches. She first checked her Proton Mail. What she saw made her gasp. She sat for a moment, her mind racing. She had to get to Luke, and she had to think fast.


“Damn,” Mandy exclaimed loudly, so Ashley could hear her.


“What?” Ashley looked up in alarm. She covered the mouthpiece of a landline she was holding.


“The meeting has been cancelled, and now I’ve missed out on my day with Luke. The bastard.”


“You can still go,” Ashley suggested. “Ask Charlie to arrange a vehicle and chase after them. I saw them leave only half an hour ago. That is if you know where they are going?”


“Yeah, I know. Do you think Charlie will let me take a vehicle for recreational reasons?”


“Of course he will,” Ashley replied. “You’ve never abused that privilege before. I’ll ask him for you, I’m actually holding for him now.”


“You’re a honey,” Mandy smiled at Ashley.


When Charlie came on the line, Ashley dealt with what she needed, then told him about Mandy’s predicament. Charlie was only too pleased to assist.


Mandy jumped to her feet. “Please tell George that the meeting was cancelled, and I’ve taken my day after all.”


“Leave it to me, girl. Now you go and enjoy yourself.”


Mandy ran down the stairs and headed to her room. She stopped outside the accommodation that McAllister had been allocated and carefully tried the door. It opened freely. The bed had been made and looked as if it had not been used. She entered quickly and searched the cupboard. There was a casual cotton shirt on a hangar and a pair of beige chino trousers beside it. A spare change of underwear and a pair of socks were folded neatly on a shelf. A razor, toothbrush and a small tube of toothpaste lay by the bathroom sink.


Mandy left everything untouched and returned to her room where she slipped on some cooler clothes, a hat and her bag. Running outside, she found Charlie standing by a Toyota 4x4 with the door open and the engine running.


“Good morning, Mandy,” he greeted her with a smile.


“Morning, Charlie. Thank you so much.”


“Think nothing of it. In all the time you have been here, you have never used the facilities.”


“Thanks, Charlie,” Mandy smiled at the Marine.


“There is a GPS tracking device in the vehicle. If you don’t return by nightfall, I’ll be coming out to find you. There’s also an EPIRB in the glove box if you run into difficulty. Read the instructions before you take off.”


“Luke has shown me how to use an EPIRB.”


“They are basically all the same, Mandy, but there can be differences. Please, read the instructions before you go,” Charlie cautioned her.


“Alright,” Mandy agreed sheepishly.


“Now be careful; they drive on the wrong side of the road in Australia, not that there are any road rules out here,” he winked.


Mandy smiled. “I’ll be careful. And I’ll be back by nightfall. See ya later, Charlie,” Mandy called out as she jumped into the Toyota.


A weird feeling overcame Mandy as she sped down the dirt road towards the waterhole on the road to Alice Springs. The isolation and loneliness of being on her own gave her strange butterflies in her stomach. The Australian continent stretched out without end all around her, broken rocks, amber sand and endless horizons. Stunted brush desperately grasped at life in a very hostile and unforgiving environment.


The dirt road became corrugated and unsettled the Toyota, but Mandy pushed on. She knew where Luke was headed, but it gnawed at her that she might be too late.


Thundering down the road, she approached a gravel disturbance. It looked like a car had turned left into the desert in a hurry. She had not seen the disturbed stones and sand on the road the previous week, and was sure nobody had been in and out of the facility since then; it certainly looked fresh.


Mandy slowed, did a U-Turn and backtracked to where the tracks went off the road. She was convinced Luke had made those marks. She grabbed her 9mm Glock pistol from her bag and jumped out of the vehicle. Following the tracks, she trotted carefully towards the hill up ahead.


Suddenly a shot rang out. Mandy stopped in her tracks; a wave of fear overcame her entire being. Bracing herself, she began running up the hill. As she crested it, she saw McAllister and Luke standing just beyond Luke’s vehicle. The Major had Luke at gunpoint.


Mandy quickly assessed the situation. She positioned herself with the vehicle concealing her approach and, as carefully as possible, half ran, half walked until she touched the body of the car. She could hear murmurs as the two men spoke. Positioning herself against the left fender and leaning across the hood, she took careful aim at McAllister. He was only about twenty yards away. She saw him level his aim at Luke, and she knew he was about to pull the trigger.


“Drop it!” Mandy shouted at the top of her voice. 


McAllister spun and aimed at the vehicle, searching for the voice. He saw Mandy’s head and drew a bead on her.


“Drop it,” Mandy commanded again.


McAllister smiled, then slowly turned his aim back to where it was, directly on Luke.


“You drop it,” McAllister said calmly, “or your boyfriend gets it.”


“Don’t do it, Mandy,” Luke shouted over the Major’s shoulder. “They’re going to hit St Petersburg on 14th February next year. Run!”


McAllister’s face turned to angry thunder. “You fucking asshole,” he hissed. “You’ve just killed your girlfriend.”


In a blinding flash, McAllister spun and dropped to one knee, and as he did so, he fired a round at Mandy. Before his knee hit the ground, Mandy fired her weapon. McAllister’s head kicked back slightly, then, gently, he fell backwards, throwing an arm out wide. His weapon clattered harmlessly across the stony earth, well out of his reach. One knee was tucked awkwardly under the man’s body.


Luke sprang forward and ran to Mandy. He saw blood running down the side of her neck.


“Mandy!” he exclaimed. He gripped her shoulders and looked at her face expectantly. “Are you okay?” Luke was frantic.


‘I’m fine,” Mandy said calmly, her gaze never leaving the prostrate man. “Stay here.”


She quickly left the cover of the vehicle and retrieved McAllister’s weapon. A quick glance at him confirmed he was dead. She then walked back to the 4x4 and rejoined Luke.


“There’s blood. You’ve been hit.” Luke said.


Mandy reached up to her ear. “Yeah, must be my ear. It’s starting to hurt now,” Mandy said.


“You’re bleeding everywhere,” Luke pulled his shirt off and held it against Mandy’s ear.


“Shit! Careful, Luke, it stings.” Mandy inspected her injury in the wing mirror. “My earring has been shot off; it ripped my earlobe. Nothing serious.


“Bloody lucky you weren’t hit. Missed you by a millimetre. You were right,” Luke tried to calm himself, “he was a hitman.”


“Better check him over,” Mandy looked back at the body lying on the baked earth.


The couple walked to McAllister’s body. Mandy could tell immediately how he had died; her bullet had hit him in his left eye. She ruffled through his pockets and found a passport in the name of Steven Watson from Alabama.


“I have to think this through,” Mandy said calmly. “There’ll be repercussions if we don’t consider this very carefully.”


Luke looked at McAllister’s missing eye and fought the urge to heave the contents of his stomach out. He suddenly understood there was more to Mandy than he realised. To kill McAllister with one shot as he was dropping to his knee, and now she was totally composed, suggested she had specialised training. Luke said nothing.


“We’ll have to get rid of the body,” Mandy finally spoke. “Have you got a spade in your vehicle?”


“Yes,” Luke shakily confirmed.


“Did he bring anything with him?”


“He has a bag on the back seat. How did you find me?”


“I think you know the answer to that,” Mandy said as she stood and walked back to Luke’s 4x4.


“It was the burnout on the gravel, wasn’t it?” Luke said almost proudly as he tried to control his breathing.


“I got your email,” Mandy dabbed at her ear. “I realised what was happening.” 


As they approached Luke’s vehicle, Mandy pointed to the car and put a finger to her lips. Luke understood.


In silence, Mandy ruffled through McAllister’s carryall. There was nothing of interest, except the satellite phone. She sat on the edge of the passenger seat and contemplated the communication device. Finally, she looked up at Luke, who stood beside her patiently. She walked back to McAllister’s body, signalling Luke to follow her. Mandy made sure they had no mobile or GPS trackers with them.


“Luke, I’m going to turn this phone on and call the last number dialled. I don’t know who will answer or what the person will say, but I need you to reply and sound like McAllister.”


“I can’t do that,” Luke looked uncomfortable.


“You can. I’ll coach you on what to say. Now, say ‘the job is done’; say it.


“The job is done,” Luke repeated.


“Deeper, slightly broader, and more accent on the word ‘job’. Try again.”


“The jorb is done.”


“Better, a little deeper, and say job like jaab.”


After a few more tries and different sentences, Mandy was satisfied. She turned on the satellite phone, paused, and then hit re-dial. A moment later, a man’s voice answered.


“Yes?”


Mandy nodded at Luke.


“I’m returning tonight.”


“Mission accomplished?”


“The jaab is done,” Luke replied.


“Good.” The call abruptly ended.


“Well done,” Mandy congratulated Luke. “We’ve bought some time. When they realise McAllister is missing, they may come looking for him. When I get back, I’m going to tell George that McAllister told me last night he was getting a lift with you to Alice Springs Airport. You need to spend the night out here, Luke. Then come back in the morning and tell your team that’s what you did. You need to let everyone know that you offered to drop him at the airport and that you did just that.”


“Okay,” Luke said hesitantly.


Mandy winced as she pressed Luke’s shirt on the side of her face. “I think that phone call settled the matter. As far as they are concerned, McAllister has eliminated you.”


Digging the rudimentary grave was hard work as the earth was compacted and stony. They dragged McAllister’s body to the gravesite, all the time Luke avoided looking at the gruesome eye socket. The touch of McAllister’s skin sickened Luke, and the sound the body made while being dragged along the stony earth made him want to heave again.


Luke noticed he was sweating, but it was a cold, sickening sweat. He wiped his brow and swallowed hard, trying to compose himself. He could almost taste the bitter bile.


McAllister’s body was placed, naked, in the hole and covered. Luke went to great pains to camouflage the site. His clothing and all his belongings were buried in another hole not far away.


They drove back to the road and tidied up the spray of stones Luke had caused when he diverted off the road. He then drove them to the waterhole, where their simple camp was quickly resurrected. Fully clothed, they walked into the water and let the refreshing calm envelop them. Luke tenderly washed Mandy’s face and neck. He removed her top and tried to rub the blood stains out of it. Without soap, it wasn’t the best job, but it was better than nothing. The patterns in the fabric would help disguise the evidence.


Mandy’s ear had stopped bleeding, and Luke was sure it would heal well. Mandy hadn’t said much, but now she looked at Luke with imploring eyes. She gently held his face in her hands.


“Luke, my darling,” Mandy began, “I’m so sorry I got you involved in this. I should never have asked you to collaborate with me. I should never have involved you in our country’s secret affairs.”


“Don’t be,” Luke said softly. “I helped solve a problem for you, which may save millions of lives. You are now able to prevent an enormous catastrophe, hopefully. That should count for something.” He leaned forward and kissed Mandy on the lips.


“I don’t know how I will explain to George how I figured out this scheme. He will know I had unauthorised outside help. If they know that, I’ll get a jail term.”


Luke thought for a moment. “Tell him you got outside help from someone inside your organisation.”


“No, he’ll want to corroborate that. Also, a mission this secret will have some serious brass involved. I wouldn’t trust telling anyone.”


“Can you abort the mission, scribble it, or confuse it somehow?”


“I don’t know how,” Mandy said in resignation. “Tell me what McAllister said.”


Luke explained what McAllister had told him just before she shot him. Luke was right all along, but now he had the added knowledge of where and what the target was, and more importantly, when.


“I could back-calculate the coordinates in reverse and probably work out where 8976B is. Then if I put this out on a forum on the web, and hundreds of thousands of scientists see what’s happening, something might be done about it.”


“You’d be a target again, Luke. As soon as you start pinging 8976B or NEAR they will track you, just like they did Sebastian. They’ll kill you in no time - probably even before you send the message out. Besides, if the asteroid is already in position, it will be too late to do anything except watch it draw near.”


Luke mulled this over. “I don’t think 8976B is in position yet. Not by a country mile. It will take months to move it gently into our plane, and you said the signals are pretty recent?”


“A couple of months,” Mandy replied. 


“There’ll still be a lot of fuel on NEAR Shoemaker. You just have to find a way to intercept the messages and give one instruction with a significant burn, then, there’ll be no room for corrections.”


Mandy sighed heavily. “Fat chance that will ever happen. Nobody even knows where the channel is originating from, and these guys use codes that change regularly.”


“Do you know where McAllister is from?”


“Yeah, the Pentagon.”


“Maybe start there,” Luke suggested.


A cloud of disappointment crossed Mandy’s face. “Heaven forbid,” she whispered.


Luke had never seen Mandy look this troubled. He felt for the dilemma in which she found herself.


“Let’s go, Mandy,” Luke said softly. “We must get you back to the facility.”


“Wait,” Mandy held Luke firmly by his arms. “There is something else you need to know.”


Luke waited patiently while he watched Mandy wrestle with something in her head. He wasn’t sure if he was going to like what he was about to hear.


Mandy sighed deeply, then looked into Luke’s eyes. “I’m pregnant.”


Luke began to smile broadly. “That’s fantastic!” he exclaimed and hugged her tightly, causing water to splash in her face. “Oh man, that’s beautiful.”


“I didn’t expect this, Luke,” Mandy admitted. “It complicates things.”


Luke wouldn’t hear of the complications, or any problems Mandy could throw at him. He was ecstatic. His delight was so obvious that Mandy began to chuckle.


“I’m not surprised you’re pregnant,” Luke said with a laugh.


“Oh really? Well, I am,” Mandy mocked.


Luke nodded. “I realise now what this waterhole is all about. Those rock drawings of pregnant women over there? This must be a sacred fertility site for the Aborigines that passed by here long ago.”


“You think so?” Mandy said.


“Of course. Can’t you feel the magic here? I can.”


“Well, yes, there is something about this place,” Mandy had to admit.


“You see! That’s exactly what it is. There is a lot to be said about Aboriginal traditions, folklore and customs. This must be a fertility pool.”


Mandy shook her head. “You might be right, Luke, but….”


“When did you find out? How?”


“When we went to Alice Springs. I bought some pregnancy tests at the drugstore. I had a feeling I was. I’m definitely pregnant.”


“Oh man, I’m going to be a dad!”


“Calm down, Lucas Kahn. We have some very pressing problems on our hands. Now, for a moment, we have to work out what we are going to do about the asteroid and McAllister’s disappearance. And I have to get back to base pretty fast.”
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Luke drove Mandy back to her Toyota and saw her safely off to her facility. Returning to his 4x4, he pulled his old swag out the back and, keeping it tightly rolled, stood it on end on the passenger seat and buckled it in. He draped an old rag over it, attached his sunnies, and then put his hat on the top. Stepping back, he nodded his approval; it could pass as a passenger if seen by a low-quality dash cam.


Jumping into the driver’s seat, Luke turned the car around and sped to Alice Springs. Mandy’s plan was for him to drive to the airport and find a covered area close by and, while shaded from prying eyes, unclip the swag and slip it onto the floor. Although probably unnecessary, Mandy was taking every precaution possible. It was the best she could suggest to make it look like Luke dropped McAllister off at the Alice Springs airport.


Despite the trauma the day had wrought upon him, Luke was smiling. He was going to be a father; this was exciting, but too much uncertainty surrounded them. Mandy’s job, his job, her citizenship status, his future, their future. They had finally agreed that there was too much to take in at once, especially after what had just happened, so they tried to drop the subject. They didn’t do that very successfully.


Luke felt Mandy was happy to be pregnant. He was delighted, too, they both wanted each other in their lives; that much was clear, but certain sacrifices would need to be made. The subject of McAllister and the looming asteroid impact brought them back to the moment, and important considerations had to be discussed - certain tracks needed to be covered. 


For starters, Mandy had to convince George and her team that she knew the Major was going to catch a ride to Alice Springs with Luke. She also needed to return to McAllister’s room and clear it of all his belongings. They would need to be disposed of too. There was also the issue of handing back the Toyota to Charlie and accounting for the blood stains on her shirt; she was sure Charlie wouldn’t miss that detail.


Luke took great comfort in knowing Mandy wanted him in her life, and that made him smile all the more. He found a suitable spot near the airport and parked under a shade sail to ensure his ‘passenger’ disappeared. Then going to the local IGA, he stocked up on food, water and other essentials and spent a decent sum at a pharmacy nearby. Mandy was foremost on his mind.


Satisfied that everything had gone to plan, he drove out of town and settled in for the long journey back. It would be past midnight before he put his head on his pillow, or so he thought.







“Back so soon?” Charlie greeted Mandy as she exited the vehicle.


“I couldn’t find them. I thought I knew where they were, but obviously I missed them,” Mandy sounded convincing. “McAllister was going out with Luke to see some ancient rock paintings, but last night the Major told me he needed to get back to the States urgently. I think they arranged to see the paintings on the way, and Luke offered to take him to Alice Springs. I thought I would catch them at the paintings, but I was too late.”


“That’s a pity,” Charlie said as he took the keys from Mandy.


Mandy noticed Charlie cast a fleeting glance at her shoulder. “Yeah, another time. I should have listened to my instincts and stayed here. I got out of the car to take a pee, stumbled and caught my earring in the branch of a bush. ” Mandy rubbed her ear lightly. “Ripped it right out.”


“Ouch. You okay?


“Yeah, I’m fine, thanks. It will heal.”


“Better see a doctor,” Charlie insisted. “You don’t want an infection. Not out here, anyways.”


“Nah, not bad enough. Thanks for letting me use the car, Charlie.”


“My pleasure, Mandy.”


Mandy entered the building and headed for her room. Checking behind her, she slipped into the Major’s accommodation and rapidly cleared the room of his belongings, stuffing them roughly in her bag. Carefully closing the door behind her, she went to her room and had a shower, washing the trauma of the day’s events down the drain.


Mandy briefly studied her injury in the mirror, then wrapped the Major’s belongings in a bin liner. She then carefully wrapped that in another bin liner with some crumpled old papers, Kleenex and toilet tissue she could spare, then left for the canteen.


After disposing of the bags in an industrial bin outside, Mandy went to the Operations Room. She wanted to check in with Ashley, then rest for the remainder of the day. Ashley changed all that for her.


As she entered the Operations Room, Ashley nodded towards the Secure Room, signalling Mandy to meet her there. There was a serious frown on her face. Without questioning her colleague, Mandy strolled casually into the room. Ashley rose and slowly walked in after Mandy, gently closing the door.


“What’s going on, girl?” Ashley hissed.


Mandy’s heart sank. “What do you mean?”


“Both your name and Luke Kahn’s name were pinged as people of interest a couple of hours ago on a channel I’m monitoring.”


“Shit!” Mandy exclaimed. “Shit, shit, shit.”


“What, girl? What the hell is going on?”


“What did the comm say, Ash?”


‘Not much, but they are sending in a team of Special Forces. They’re coming here, and your name and Luke’s name are listed as people of interest.”


“Fuck!” Mandy exclaimed through a hiss.


“Mandy, what have you got yourself into?”


“Ash, I’m in deep shit. So is Luke. If I tell you, your life will be at risk. This is huge,” Mandy paced the room. She shook her head in disbelief and confusion.


“You might have to tell me, Mandy. Maybe I can help.”


“How did they figure this out so fast?”


“Mandy,” Ashley said assertively, “calm down and tell me what happened.”


“I killed McAllister.”


“What?” Ashley had to contain her shock.


“He was about to execute Luke when I found them. He took a pot-shot at me when I tried to stop him. Look,” Mandy showed Ash her earlobe.


“What the fuck is going on, Mandy?” Ashley demanded.


Mandy sighed deeply, then began telling Ashley what Luke had discovered and how he put two and two together about the NEAR Shoemaker plot after his friend had asked him for help.


Mandy continued. “I think his friend, Sebastian, was pinged, and a hit team was sent to deal with him. He died in an apparent botched home invasion or robbery. I find that too coincidental. Then, Luke was connected by an email from Sebastian. McAllister was sent out to check him out, but because we are in a relationship, I got interviewed too. I thought it was odd that the FBI sent the Pentagon to do the interviews.”


“The Pentagon? Holy shit, Mandy.”


“McAllister worked out that Luke knew about the plot, so he took him into the desert to eliminate him. I got a message from Luke that he had been discovered, so I went out to find him. Believe it or not, I did find them, and McAllister was about to execute Luke. I stopped him, but he fired at me, and I fired back; killed him stone dead.”


“Oh shit, Mandy. You are definitely in big trouble, girl.”


“But how did they find out so fast? I faked a call to his handler, telling him the job was done to buy some time.”


“Sat Phone? You called his handler on McAllister’s sat phone?”


“Yeah?”


“Did it occur to you McAllister might have had a codeword to identify himself?”


Mandy went silent as she recalled the conversation on the satellite phone. She covered her mouth in shock.


“That’s it. How could I be so stupid?” 


“George got a call from someone asking to check if McAllister’s belongings were still in his room. He checked, and they’re still there.”


“Shit, this is getting worse,” Mandy said. “I’ve just cleaned his room out and thrown his stuff in the dumpster.”


“Put them back in his room, girl, or they will pin a murder charge on you. Not to mention the collaboration of top-secret information with a foreign national without any security clearance. Both of you will probably never see the light of day again. Think Edward Snowden, or Julian Assange.”


“Oh, shit,” Mandy gasped.


Ashley pulled up a chair and sat down. “From where I am, I see two problems that need solving. First, to get you out of trouble. Secondly, to avert this global crisis. None of these sounds easy to me; in fact, downright impossible. At least we have time on our side for this asteroid dilemma; February next year, you say?”


“Who knows?” Mandy said vaguely.


“As for you, we have no time at all. The Special Forces team is assembling in Townsville as we speak. It will be here at first light, maybe before.


“Those people won’t hesitate in neutralising Luke. I have no doubts he will be dead before lunchtime tomorrow. You, I’m not sure of. Likely they will bundle you up and get you Stateside super-fast. I honestly think you need to disappear, permanently.”


Mandy groaned. “You know what you are saying, Ashley?”


“Yes. I know,” she said, rubbing her temples.


“There’s another problem,” Mandy groaned. “I’m pregnant.”


Ashley looked at Mandy in surprise. “I thought you couldn’t have kids?”


“That’s what they told me. Seems they were wrong.”


“Congratulations,” Ashley said dryly.


“Thanks,” Mandy said without emotion.


“How far are you?”


Mandy shrugged. “I don’t know. I met Luke three, maybe four months ago.”


“How soon were you two…. Sorry, ignore that; none of my business. Well, that’s magnified the problem slightly,” Ashley said, looking up to the ceiling as if asking for Divine intervention.


“Okay, listen,” Ashley suddenly spoke with some urgency. “There is only one way we can deal with this, as far as I can see.”


“We?” Mandy exclaimed. “You can’t get even remotely involved.”


“You can’t do this alone, girl. And I’m not going to be responsible for you or Luke, or Baby Mandy, for that matter, ending up how I think you’ll end up. Besides, you will need me to find a way to stop this asteroid, and I will need you and Luke to help me.”


“Ashley, if they even have the slightest inkling that you know anything about this asteroid….”


“I know, but I have a duty to protect lives - we have a duty - and that’s why we are going to work through this together. But first, you have to disappear. Like immediately, and for a very long time,” Ashley said as she stood. 


“How can I disappear forever? And Luke is in Alice right now. He’ll be driving right into a trap when he returns.”


“I have an idea, but you will have to trust me. Firstly, you will need money. You need to access all your savings right now. By tomorrow your bank accounts will be frozen.”


“Shit,” Mandy massaged her temples. “Is this really happening?”


“It’s real, girl. Walk back to my desk with me. Act as if nothing has happened. I will write down a Swiss bank account number on a piece of paper. I have a very close friend who manages that account. Draw out all your savings and send the money to her. She will convert all the money into Bitcoin. I’ll take care of the rest. We just need to find a way to communicate secretly.”


“I have an email address with Proton Mail you can use. Mandyandluke at proton mail dot com.”


Ashley smiled. “Good, that will do for now, but I’ll be giving you something more secure later. Now, we have to act fast.”
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“Hi, Charlie,” Mandy smiled at the burley Marine, “I’ll be next door at the observatory if anyone wants me. I’m going to wait for Luke’s return.”


“Sure thing, Mandy,” Charlie smiled. “How’s your injury?”


Mandy pressed her ear tenderly. “All well thanks, Charlie. Only minor, almost healed already. Enjoy your evening, and again, thanks for the use of the vehicle today.”


“You’re welcome, Ma’am,” Charlie threw her a relaxed salute.


Mandy walked over to the observatory and rang the bell. After a short wait, Matt opened the door.


“Hey, Mandy,” Matt broke into a broad smile that was quickly replaced with a frown. “Where’s Luke? I thought he was with you.”


“All is well, but it’s a long story. May I come in?”


“Of course,” Matt stood aside and shouted up the stairs. “Hey Boss, Mandy’s come for a visit.”


Sharon came down the steps at a half trot. “Welcome. What a lovely surprise.”


Mandy smiled. “Yeah, for me too.”


“Is everything alright?” Sharon sounded concerned.


“Yes and no. Can we talk somewhere?”







Sharon and Matt sat opposite Mandy, their mouths agape, shocked at what they were hearing. Mandy held nothing back.


“So, that’s why I am asking for your help,” Mandy concluded.


There was a stunned silence. Mandy sat nervously, waiting for a response.


Matt finally broke the silence. “Well, flog me with a wet lettuce. They landed Shoemaker on 8976B?”


“Yes,” Mandy said sternly. “And it’s thanks to conversations you had with Luke that he figured it out. You don’t realise what part you played in this, Matt. Sadly, I put him in grave danger because of this, and I’m in just as much danger now. Luke and I will need to work on neutralising this catastrophe, and we can’t do it in isolation. That’s why I’m turning to you for help.”


“You realise,” Sharon said very carefully, “that you have put Matt and me in just as much danger simply by telling us.”


“Yes, I know,” Mandy said forlornly. “And I apologise, but I don’t know who else to turn to. If you agree, I will coach you on how to help us without being found out. I’ll use all my training to make sure you are never discovered. The problem is I need your help to escape the compound. There is no other way for me to leave the facility without being seen. With your help, we will also save Luke’s life; he is driving right into a trap if he returns here. Also, we will need access to some equipment in our endeavours to block this asteroid, and this is where I need your help.”


“Just put a load of information on Twitter, Insta, Facebook and Reddit and tell the world,” Matt suggested.


“There’s a problem with that. If the Russians discover this is real, and they are a target, and who is behind it, they will let their nukes fly. What will they have to lose? It will be the end of the world, so to speak. No, nobody must find out about this.”


“That’s a frightening scenario, Mandy,” Sharon frowned.


“Yes,” Mandy shook her head sadly, “a doomsday event.”


“Faarck,” Matt hissed. “Shoemaker is on 8976B? Not Eros? Bugger me; I can’t believe it.”


Mandy looked Matt in the eye. “Track 8976B for me, Matt. You’ll see it’s not where it is supposed to be. It’s aligning itself with Earth’s orbit as we speak. Earth is catching up with it, and on the 14th of February next year, we will ram into it at 20 000 miles an hour.”


Matt switched his attention from Mandy to Sharon. “I’m in Shazza. Mate, we gotta do this.”


Sharon sighed heavily. “He’s right. But Mandy, you need to protect us; really, you do.”


“I will, I promise.”


“Ok, what do you need us to do?” Sharon asked.


Mandy didn’t smile. “Thank you, Sharon. Firstly, I need to ask you to drive me, unseen, down the road towards Alice Springs until we intercept Luke. I’ll swap cars with him, and we will disappear. It’s important you continue onto Alice and don’t turn around. You may be tracked. Stay overnight and return tomorrow. Pretend it is a normal grocery run or whatever you do.”


“I’ll do it,” Sharon said. I don’t like driving at night on these roads. The roos can be a hazard, but I do have errands to run in Alice.”


“Great, that’s perfect. Another thing, Luke will be low on fuel. Could we take some jerry cans of diesel with us?


“Yeah, mate, I can sort that out.” Matt agreed.


“Finally,” Mandy said, “I need to show you how we can communicate secretly.”







Sharon reversed her 4x4 to a side door of the building and began loading irrelevant items into the vehicle. During this time, Mandy slid in unseen from any camera and lay on the floor of the vehicle. Comfortable that the transfer had gone through undetected, Sharon drove off in the direction of Alice Springs. 


Once they were well on their way, Mandy sat on one of the rear seats and explained to Sharon what she expected would happen over the coming weeks. She was careful not to tell her too much. The issue of Luke’s disappearance was going to be tricky, and it would be important that Sharon inform the authorities and initiate a search and rescue. Doing this would indicate that they really didn’t know what happened to Luke.


“What about you?” Sharon asked over her shoulder.


“The bad guys probably want me dead, so they won’t be surprised to find me gone in the morning. When they come to speak to you, just tell them I came here to wait for Luke to return, but then I left, and you thought I went back to our facility. Nobody locks their cars out here, and the back of your utility vans are always full of junk, so they will figure quite quickly I slipped into your car, unseen, and made a break for it, probably in Alice Springs.”


They had been driving for three hours when they saw lights in the distance heading towards them. They were convinced it was Luke, but to be cautious, Mandy ducked carefully out of sight while Sharon began flashing her headlights and weaving slightly from left to right. In case it wasn’t Luke, Sharon had a story prepared. Mandy checked her Glock, unbeknownst to Sharon.


The approaching car was Luke’s, and in no time the jerry cans of diesel were hurriedly transferred. Mandy changed to Luke’s vehicle, and Sharon continued on her way to Alice Springs. Mandy hated to do this to her, but she could think of no other way to throw the hounds off their scent. It was for Sharon’s protection and that of Matt too. 


“What’s the plan now?” Luke asked Mandy, still trying to fathom the events of the day.


“We should return to the waterhole and hide for three or four days. I need time to think, and we need time for this whole mess to blow over.”


“Right-O,” Luke said as he shifted into gear and drove on, his tyres crunching on the dry earthen road. “I couldn’t think of a better place to spend a few quiet days with you.”


Mandy ignored that. “Have you got enough food for us?”


“Yeah, heaps. If we are careful, we could spend a couple of weeks out there. Water won’t be a problem.”


“Good. Thanks, Luke. Please hurry; I want to get off this road as soon as possible. There’s a team of guys flying in right this minute.”


“Shit, Mandy,” Luke exclaimed. “Who’s behind all this?”


“I don’t know yet, but I hope to find out soon enough. Time to say goodbye to your cell and your watch,” Mandy held out her hand expectantly.


Luke grumbled, but reluctantly obliged.










CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
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Ashley woke to a knock on her door. Checking her watch, it was 4:30 am. It had been months since she had been summoned to an urgent incident in the Operations Room.


“What is it?” she called out groggily.


“Charlie here. You’re needed upstairs, urgently.”


“Shit, Charlie. It’s four-thirty. What’s happened?” Ashley asked through the door, but she had an inkling of what was about to go down.


“There are some people here who want to speak to you.”


Ashley got out of bed and whipped open the door. “What people?”


Charlie was taken aback by the speed at which Ashley appeared. “I dunno. Two men in fatigues. Something’s up with Mandy.”


“What’s up with her?” Ashley thought fast.


“I dunno. She’s missing, it would seem. They asked me a few questions about her; now they want to talk to you. They’re talking to George upstairs right now. Must be something serious; they parachuted in twenty minutes ago.”


“Parachuted? Holy….” Ashley broke off. She realised that these were seriously dangerous people and an equally dangerous issue they were dealing with. She needed her wits about her.


Within minutes Charlie had ushered Ashley into George’s office. Two men stood beside George’s desk. They wore desert camouflage, similar to what the US troops wore in Afghanistan. They had no badges or insignia on their clothing. There was no mistaking they were well-trained and at the peak of physical fitness. One carried an M4A1 rifle, and the other had what looked like a sniper’s rifle with telescopic sights. Both had handguns attached to their webbing.


“These men are Major Johnson and Captain Rhodes,” George said abruptly to Ashley. “They believe Agent Richardson has breached the United States Secrecy Act and has absconded with top-secret information.”


“Mandy?” Ashley’s face was a picture of surprise.


Rhodes looked Ashley in the eyes. “Has Agent Richardson been acting strange lately? Has she confided any classified information to you?”


“No,” Ashley said cautiously. “She is in a relationship with a guy next door, Luke Kahn, but everyone knows that. She was interviewed about that day before yesterday. Mandy and I discuss classified information with each other all the time; it’s our job. But she would never divulge classified information to anyone without clearance. Not Mandy, never.”


“Is there anything you can tell us about her behaviour recently?”


“Nothing unusual whatsoever?” Ashley looked shocked. “How can you say she absconded? Mandy is a senior operative here with a top high-security clearance. She was here yesterday evening. With me.”


“Charlie, here, informed us that Agent Richardson had gone next door to wait for her boyfriend to return with Major McAllister,” Rhodes said gravely. “We have already visited their establishment and ascertained that Agent Richardson may have coerced their Manager, Sharon Tunks, by force, to transport her to Alice Springs.”


“Are you sure she’s not there? This is ludicrous,” Ashley implored. “I know Mandy. She wouldn’t do anything like this.”


“She’s not there,” Johnson said firmly.


“You searched an Australian Government tracking facility? Without a search warrant?” Ashley said.


“We have a search warrant,” Johnson said and subtly tapped his M4A1 with his trigger finger.


Everyone in the room got the meaning.


Rhodes turned to George. “We will need to commandeer one of your vehicles, Sir.”


George agreed readily. “Charlie, if you wouldn’t mind,” he said.


“I’ll arrange it, sir,” Charlie said. “I need to refuel the vehicle. Give me ten minutes.”


“Make it quicker if you can?” Johnson said menacingly.


When the men had left, Ashley turned to George. “What’s going on, George? You know Mandy as well as I do.”


“Beats me, Ashley. Beats the hell out of me.”


“They searched an Australian Government facility without…. You know that will be viewed as an international incident.”


“I know, I know,” George sat heavily in his chair. His shoulders slumped. “Leave it with me, I’ll deal with this, I’ll deal with it.”







Luke stirred and opened his eyes. The sun had not quite appeared above the horizon, and the pastel colours of a pristine sky promised another blazing hot day. This was Luke’s favourite time, but having to spend another day in the unrelenting heat with the bare basics of living conditions was starting to wear on him.


He looked to his right and saw Mandy lying asleep beside him. Her shoulders and most of her back were exposed under the blanket, her long blonde hair scattered across the rolled-up jeans that she used as a pillow.


Apart from three small freckles, the skin on Mandy’s back was flawless, and Luke studied every inch. He rolled carefully towards her, wanting to put his arm around her sleeping body, yet hesitant to wake her. His movement caused the swag to rustle slightly. Mandy stirred, then rolled over to face Luke.


“Good morning, handsome,” she said dreamily.


“Good morning, sexy. I hope I didn’t wake you.”


“It’s time I needed to wake up anyway.”


Making the most of the coolness of the morning, they cuddled for a while. Soon, they both knew it would be too hot for close contact.


“Hey, Mandy,” Luke broke the intimacy, “this will be our third day here. How long do you reckon we need to stay before we can leave?”


“Another three days at least,” Mandy said softly. “They will be checking video feeds in Alice Springs right now. We need to give them time to exhaust their search. Personally, I would prefer to stay out here for about two weeks before we attempted showing our faces in civilisation again. Besides, I love it here.”


“And then what?” Luke broached a question that he had been anxious to ask. “How do we hide in the real world? How long do we hide? When will this blow over?”


“I don’t have all the answers yet, Luke,” Mandy sighed. “While we are here, we are safe, nobody can find us, and soon the leads will go cold. Then we can look at stopping this asteroid attack and perhaps find out who is behind it.”


“We’ll need money,” Luke ran his fingers through his hair in frustration. “If these guys are as bad as you say, our accounts will be frozen. How will we live? How will we find a place to stay?”


“All very valid questions, Luke,” Mandy rolled onto her back, looking up at the morning sky; the brightest of stars were beginning to fade. “You can be sure our accounts are blocked. Whatever you do, don’t try and access any of your savings. You’ll be pinged immediately. I made arrangements to access my savings and my investments before I left the facility.”


Luke propped himself on his elbow and looked down at Mandy. “How did you do that?”


“I bought as much Bitcoin as possible and spread them through a number of wallets. Thankfully, by being stationed out here, my pay was pretty good, and I couldn’t spend any of it, so I have enough for us to survive for the immediate future.”


“For us?” Luke asked. “I can’t expect you to support me.”


“Sadly, I got you into this, Luke.”


“Yeah, I know, and I’m glad you did. I want to spend my life with you. I think you have worked that out by now. But not out here. One day I’d like to have a home that we can call our own, a place for our kids, take holidays, and live full lives together.”


Mandy reached up and wrapped her arms around Luke’s neck. She pulled him into her in a tight embrace.


“We need to discuss this realistically. It is great that I’m pregnant, but the timing couldn’t be worse. We are stuck here and in hiding, and I’m going to need an obstetrician. I’m going to need access to specialist medical facilities. I’m stuck in a foreign country, no passport, no medical insurance, and wanted by some seriously dangerous military and federal agencies. This has actually made our problems a lot more difficult than I imagined. Plus, I don’t want to bring my child, our child, into a world that will soon be on the brink of annihilation.”


“We will deal with it all one day at a time,” Luke offered some comfort.


Mandy looked up at the sky. A tear welled in the corners of her eyes. She knew the situation was critical. She also knew Luke didn’t have a clue how bad it was, or how to deal with it. She had tried so hard to fall pregnant in the past, and suddenly, as if by a miracle, she was, and right in the middle of a dire situation.


She watched the last four tiny little stars hold tightly onto their fading light. One moved silently across the sky, a satellite, not a star.


“Shit!” Mandy exclaimed and jolted violently.


“What?” Luke reacted immediately. He looked around, expecting to see something, anything. “What happened?”


Mandy pointed to the sky. “That’s a satellite, isn’t it?”


Luke lay back, somewhat relieved. He spotted the bright speck of light. “Yep, that’s a satellite.”


“Do you think it can see us?”


“I doubt it. It might just be a communications satellite; who knows?”


“But if it was an observation satellite, are the optics strong enough to see us?”


“It depends on who owns the satellite. Private, government, or military; it all depends. Some could make out a human, yes. Those are military-grade satellites. But remember, we only see moving satellites. The geostationary satellites just look like stars at night,” Luke tried to reassure her.


“But you can review images, like video playbacks?” 


“Yes, of course,” Luke said.


Mandy jumped to her feet. “We got to get out of here, Luke. Now. We are not safe. They could find us.”


“Relax, Mandy,” Luke said calmly. “We came here at night. They wouldn’t have seen us.”


“Headlights, Luke. They can see headlights, and if they follow the road, they will see your 4x4 parked just over there.”


A look of realisation crossed Luke’s face. “You’re right. It is possible they could find us if they used satellite technology…”


“They will, and they probably have, and they might be on the way now,” Mandy exclaimed while she pulled a T-shirt over her head. “Get dressed, quick! We don’t have a moment to lose.”


Luke could see the panic on her face, so he dressed as fast as possible. He grabbed a plastic water bottle and crouched at the waterhole to fill it up. When he turned to face Mandy, she was standing, looking over his shoulder. He thought it was strange that she had her hands locked behind her head and stood totally motionless. The look of fear in her eyes, and a tiny red laser dot on her chest made his spine run cold.


Turning carefully to look behind him, he saw two men in desert camouflage pointing rifles menacingly at them. He dropped the water bottle and copied Mandy with his hands on his head in surrender.







“On your knees,” Rhodes commanded the pair. “Slowly.”


“Do as he says,” Mandy hissed through her teeth.


Luke carefully took a couple of steps backwards to be closer to Mandy. He knew there wasn’t much he could do, but with the pool between the men and himself, he wanted to stand beside her.


“I said on your knees,” Rhodes demanded this time, and a sinister flick of his rifle gave Luke no room to doubt his instruction. He was next to Mandy now, so he obliged and carefully sank to his knees. Mandy was already kneeling.


“Just do what he says, Luke,” Mandy repeated. 


Rhodes began walking around the perimeter of the pool, leaving Johnson where he stood. Mandy saw it as a calculated and strategic move, putting space between the shooters.


“You got your gun?” Luke whispered.


“In my bag,” Mandy whispered. “Too far away, and they are too spread out for me to do anything anyway.”


Luke’s heart sank. He had hoped that Mandy’s training could get them out of this situation. When Rhodes was about five metres from Luke and Mandy, he stopped and, with rifle trained on Mandy, signalled for Johnson to join him. Without taking his aim off Luke, Johnson scuttled around the pool.


“You weren’t difficult to find,” Rhodes said when his partner had joined him. “Nice little setup.”


“I’d forgotten about the satellites,” Mandy admitted.


“A careless mistake,” Rhodes grinned. 


“I won’t make that one again,” Mandy said.


“That’s correct. That was your last mistake.”


“What are you going to do with us?” Mandy asked calmly. She could see there was no getting out of this situation.


“We won’t be bringing you in, that’s for sure.”


“Hey!” Luke objected. “You can’t kill us.”


“I’m afraid that’s exactly what we will do. My orders.”


“She’s pregnant, mate,” Luke pleaded. 


“Not my problem.”


“Before you carry out your orders,” Mandy spoke carefully, “do you know why you are instructed to terminate us?”


“Yes,” Rhodes said bluntly.


“Tell me, please.”


“You are planning to release top-secret information to an enemy state that will be harmful to the USA.”


Mandy shook her head sadly. “So that’s what they told you. That’s not it at all.”


“Nah, mate,” Luke cut in. Your people are going to kill millions…”


Johnson turned his rifle around and clubbed Luke in the face with the butt. Luke clasped his mouth in pain. Blood seeped between his fingers. It didn’t escape Mandy’s attention that Johnson was holding his rifle upside down.


And that’s your last mistake, Mandy thought to herself. 


Rhodes stepped behind Mandy, all the while aiming his rifle at her head, but his attention was partially on what Johnson was about to do to Luke.


Mandy spun with lightning speed and grabbed the end of his barrel while he was in mid-stride, forcing the barrel to point harmlessly at the ground. With the sudden unexpected cobra-like flash of movement, and someone holding the end of his rifle, Rhodes was momentarily confused and didn’t notice Mandy wrench his sidearm from its holster.


In one fluid movement, Mandy rammed the muzzle under Rhodes’ flack jacket and pulled the trigger twice. As Mandy expected, the weapon fired, and she felt it kick into her hand. Before Rhodes could fall to the ground, Mandy let another two rounds off at Johnson. The first bullet caught him under his jawbone and exited his ear. He never heard the second shot.


Luke kept kneeling on the ground, eyes wide, not daring to look at what had happened behind his back. A high-pitched whistle rang in his ears, but there was no other sound. He heard Mandy’s voice, muffled, but definitely hers, so he turned to see the carnage. He was both relieved and fascinated to see Mandy still standing, holding a handgun in one hand and a rifle in the other.


A cold dread formed in the pit of Luke’s stomach when he saw the two men lying motionless at her feet.


“Who are you, Mandy?” Luke finally managed to say.


“All in good time. But first, we need to check these men out.”


“You some kind of….? What the f….”


“Come on, Luke, there may be more of them. We have to move fast.”


Luke lept to his feet at the thought of more assassins on the way. He helped Mandy go through the soldier’s belongings, but they could find nothing to identify the men. 


“We need to leave these bodies as they are. Someone will come looking for them. Hopefully, they are never found.


“In that case,” Luke frowned, “we need to cover our tracks.”


“Yes, in, around and out of this place. We can’t leave any trace we were here. We also need to leave their weapons with them too. Everything as is, except our presence. I’d like to get to Alice Springs as fast as possible and then onto Adelaide. We can dump your car in Alice.”


“Right-O,” Luke mumbled in thought, running his fingers through his hair. The entire situation was alien to him; he was very frightened. He had no idea what he was dealing with.


After cleaning up the site, Mandy and Luke gathered what they could and walked back to Luke’s 4x4. They were met with a disturbing sight; the soldiers had disabled the vehicle. Wires had been cut; some lengths of cable were even removed entirely, and a bunch of fuses had been smashed, some missing and probably scattered around the desert. The vehicle was well and truly disabled.


“Where’s their car?” Luke said aloud.


“They would have hidden it. We won’t find it. It may be twenty yards away behind one of those rocks or miles away. They were professionals; they had contingencies.”


Mandy looked to the horizon. “How far is Alice Springs from here?”


“From here? Just over 500 kilometres.” Luke looked at Mandy sideways. “Don’t even think about it. We will die out there.”


“We can’t go back to our facilities. We are hunted people. Either we wait and eventually die here, or we take our chances with the desert.”


“No, Mandy. It’s impossible. We will die,” Luke stressed his point.


“How do they do it then, the Aborigines?”


“They’ve been here for 60 000 years. They are a part of the desert. They know the ways, ways we will never know.”


Mandy looked around at the harsh desert surrounding her. She knew Luke was right. “If we walk for 30 Ks in the cool of night, and rest in the shade during the day, we can do it in about two weeks.”


“What about food?” Luke objected. “Water? Two litres of water per day is what we need – each. That’s 28kgs of water weight we each need to carry.”


Mandy wasn’t going to be beaten; her life and that of her unborn child were at stake. “We start with 28kg worth of water, but it will get lighter as we consume it. As for food, I have my weapon, so I can kill small animals for meat if we can get close enough. Come on, Luke. Think positive. We will die if we do nothing. And I have a child to protect too.”


Luke sighed. “Okay, Mandy. But we need to prepare ourselves, and we have to plan this very carefully.”


“Thank you,” Mandy said, relieved.


They looked for every container they could find that would hold water: empty water bottles, the odd coke can Luke had tossed into the back, plastic packets - anything. Fortunately, because of Luke’s abundance of caution and respect for the bush, he had three 3lt CamelBak hydration packs in the back of his vehicle. One was old and tacky, with a broken strap, but it was usable, and it would allow them to carry nine litres of water on their backs.


The entire contents of the vehicle were laid out on the ground and inspected for possible use for their survival. Anything remotely unnecessary was discarded.


Luke had $200 in his wallet, which he put in his pocket. Mandy had $1500 in her purse.


“How do you come to have so much cash on you out in the desert?” Luke asked, bemused.


“I keep a small stash on me. Ashley also gave me all she had on her. She knew I would need some cash.”


“You have a good friend in Ashley,” Luke smiled.


“I know. I trust her implicitly. We both had the same instructor in our training days, and we’ve been through a lot together.”


Both their wallets and purses were buried, complete with their identities, in a hole close by.


“That’s everything,” Luke studied the collection of items they would carry. There wasn’t much. “I still don’t think we will be able to carry enough water.”


Mandy looked at the vehicle. “What about the window washer container? Can you remove that?”


“I don’t know,” Luke grumbled. “I can try.”


Once he had removed the container, they loaded everything they had into Luke’s backpack and Mandy’s carry bag. Luke wore one CamelBak on his back, and the damaged one he wore across his chest. Mandy carried the remaining one on her back. They then returned to the waterhole. They tried to ignore the grizzly scene that greeted them and concentrated on the task of filling every conceivable container with water. Each of the dead soldiers had a water bottle on their hip webbing, which also became part of their inventory.


“Do you think anyone will question their missing bottles and belts if they are found?” Luke asked Mandy.


“Right now, I don’t care,” she said. “These water bottles might be the difference between us living or dying.”


Mandy went through the dead men’s possessions again and took a sheath knife from one of the men. She inspected it carefully.


“I think these guys were some sort of Special Forces,” she mumbled. “No identifying marks, badges or papers. Look at this knife - a compass in the handle. We could use this.”


“Actually, I was going to suggest we follow the road at night, then camp about 100 metres off the road during the day,” Luke said.


“I’d say that’s too dangerous,” Mandy objected.


“Even with the compass, we could go off track just slightly and miss Alice. Cutting overland would be more dangerous than necessary. Besides, the road is quite straight, so it’s a direct line. If anyone comes along the road at night, we will have plenty of time to conceal ourselves. Also, the road is level, so there is less chance of spraining our ankles on rough terrain. One wrong step could result in death. One more thing, if anyone uses the road to come to look for these men, we will know about it and how many of them.”


Mandy had to give this one to Luke. “Alright, the road it is,” she agreed.


By late afternoon they had filled every possible container with water and loaded them into their respective carry bags. Finally, Luke filled the esky with their containers and shut the lid. It had a handle on each side, so they would carry it between them. The water in the esky would be the first to be consumed, then the esky discarded. Strips of cloth were wrapped around the handles in final preparation. 


“Are you ready?” Luke asked Mandy hesitantly.


“As ready as I’ll ever be,” she said.


They walked back to the vehicle in silence, carrying their load. Already they could tell it was going to be a very difficult trek. As they reached Luke’s 4x4, Mandy stopped. 


“I saw you had a tube of glue in your car,” Mandy said.


“It’s a silicone sealant - I keep a tube in case I spring a leak in the vehicle.”


“I have an idea,” Mandy frowned. “One last task before we go.”


Mandy cut two strips of fabric from an old rag and laid them flat on the bonnet of the vehicle. Taking the tube of silicone sealant from Luke, she smeared a thin layer of the adhesive on each strip.


“How long does this take to dry?” she asked.


“It sets in about half an hour,” Luke replied, somewhat confused by Mandy’s antics.


Mandy then loosened her ponytail and shook her hair out. Then, pulling it into a pony again and wrapping the elastic tightly at the base of her head, she handed Luke the sharp blade she took from one of the soldiers.


“Hold my hair tightly,” she instructed Luke, “and cut my ponytail off above the elastic.”


Luke did as he was told without question, then handed Mandy her beautiful mane of hair in his fist. Mandy took the ponytail and removed the elastic band. Carefully she spread the base of the cut hair along the siliconed fabric, creating a curtain of blonde hair.


“What are you doing?” Luke asked in amazement.


“I’m making you a wig.”


Luke cringed. “A wig? How?”


Mandy then slathered more silicone over the hair and laid the second piece of fabric over the first. She pressed them firmly together. She had created a curtain of blonde hair.


“Once it is dry, you can place the fabric under your baseball cap. You will have long blonde hair hanging out the back of your cap. Not the best, but it will do.”


Luke cocked an eyebrow. He wasn’t sure about it.
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Walking along the road at night was a lot easier than they had imagined. The nights were cool, bordering on freezing by the early hours, and water intake was kept to a minimum. Sleeping by day in the heat was not fun and decidedly uncomfortable. 


Carrying the esky, loaded with water, was the worst of it all, and regularly they would stop and change hands. Despite the esky getting lighter as they drank its contents, it felt like it was getting heavier by the hour. The pain in their fingers became excruciating, and several times Mandy and Luke debated abandoning the cause of all their discomfort. However, after each discussion, logic prevailed.


Hunger became a problem on Day Three, but no animal was sighted, especially at night. Day Four presented the couple with a clear shot at a small wallaby, but Mandy’s fingers and hands were hurting so badly from the esky that she missed her shot.


Luke had underestimated Mandy’s fitness and determination. There were times he wanted to ask her to hold up while he regained some strength, but the embarrassment of asking her kept him going. 


By now there were only about four litres of water left in the esky, so the decision was made to drink all they could and abandon the torturous container. They then carefully hid it amongst some rocks a short distance off the road. Leaving the container would give Mandy’s hands some time to recover and hopefully enable her aim to be true at the next opportunity. 


That opportunity only came the following day, when exhaustion and fatigue were starting to set in. Mandy’s aim was good, and a small bird became life-giving sustenance for the two weary humans. They lit a fire just before sunset when the light from the flames wouldn’t be too obvious, and the darkening sky would disguise the smoke. They cooked the entire animal over the flames.


After a hard walk through the night, they bedded down on the western side of a large rock some 200 metres off the road. They would be in shade for most of the morning, and as with every day, they would have to move to the eastern side around midday as the sun traversed the sky.


“How’re you holding up?” Luke asked Mandy as they gingerly sat against a boulder the size of a house.


To conserve energy, their conversations had been limited. If ever they spoke, it had something to do with survival or the trek.


“Tired,” Mandy sighed. “Hell, I could do with a hot bath; I smell pretty ripe.”


“Nothing like I do,” Luke managed a chuckle. “Apparently, we’ll get used to it, and we won’t notice our body odour after a while.”


“I’ll never get used to it, that I can assure you,” Mandy grimaced. “And I can tell you from experience we won’t. I did a survival course with twelve men and women in the Arizona Desert once. I don’t know what was worse, the lack of water or human B.O..”


Luke laughed. He realised why he was struggling to keep up with Mandy. “A survival course? No wonder you keep going without complaint. You’ve been trained to do this, and I haven’t,” he admitted.


Mandy smiled coyly. “Endurance is more mental stamina than physical strength. I’ve had a lot of training in various fields.”


“Such as?” Luke tested.


Mandy just smiled. “Nice try, Luke.”


“Come on, Mandy,” he sighed. “I love you, and I’d like to know more about the woman I want to spend the rest of my life with. We’re in this together, we are both fugitives, and there’s a possibility we may not survive this trek. Even if we do, there’s no telling what awaits us. Give me a break. Give me something, at least.”


Mandy looked sternly at Luke. “That’s negative thinking for a start. We will survive this, you understand. I won’t have any negative shit around us while we get through this.”


Luke put his hands up defensively. “Alright, alright. Point taken.”


The two went quiet. It was an awkward silence. Behind them the sun was peeking over the horizon, heralding what was certain to be another torturous day.


Mandy sighed deeply. “I was accepted into the Marine Corps, but apparently, someone appreciated certain skills I had, which earned me a transfer into a very technical division. I didn’t feel I was serving my country well enough, so I applied for another position. Unfortunately, that didn’t go down well with certain people, so I applied to the CIA. I’ve been there ever since. That’s all I can tell you.”


“Thanks,” Luke whispered and reached for her hand. He gave it a gentle squeeze.


Mandy leant back on the boulder and looked up to the sky. “I feel like shit. See,” she looked at Luke through the corner of her eye, “I know how to complain.”


“Morning sickness?” Luke commiserated.


“I don’t know why they call it morning sickness. It’s all day for me.”


Suddenly Luke’s eyes bulged in horror. 


“What?” Mandy saw the fear on his face.


“Don’t move,” Luke said quietly, and quickly got to his feet.


“What, Luke?” Mandy demanded without moving her lips.


Luke took his hat off slowly. “There’s a scorpion on your shoulder. Don’t move.”


“Get it off, Luke. Get it off,” Mandy said calmly, but there was a sharp edge to her voice.


The scorpion wasn’t that large, about half the length of Luke’s index finger, but he could tell it was venomous by its small claws. He knew the smaller the claw, the more venomous they were, and not only that, the sting could be frightfully painful. With a carefully aimed swipe of his hat, Luke flicked the scorpion off Mandy’s shoulder. She immediately jumped to her feet and began frantically brushing imaginary creatures off her clothing. Luke saw a look of unadulterated terror cross her face; it was a look that troubled him.


“Check my back. Check my back!” Mandy demanded and turned away from him. “Are there any more on me?”


“No,” Luke reassured her, at the same time dusting her back off so she could feel he was doing something at least.


It took a lot of reassuring and soothing talk to ease Mandy back to a better state of mind. He noticed there was a slight tremble in her hands.


“They won’t kill you, Mandy, but the sting can be very painful. You’ll be alright.”


“I know how painful a scorpion sting can be,” Mandy spat the words at Luke.


“Oh,” Luke said, pitifully, then clammed up.


He felt it might be best to drop the subject. In time, he was sure Mandy would tell him about her experience with a scorpion sting, but now, he knew, it was certainly not the time to revive any of those memories.


They sat in silence in the shade as the temperatures began to increase steadily. Drinking their strict allocation of water, Luke and Mandy settled in for another disturbed sleep.


Indeed, it was a torturous day, and sleep was not easy. Around midday, they moved as the sun encroached on their position. Finding a sliver of shade was not difficult, but the problem was always that the ground in the new shade had recently been baked by the sun. It was always extremely uncomfortable moving to new positions. It was also at that time they would allow themselves a little more water. Their deepest sleep always came in the very late afternoon, and it was usually the evening chill that woke them.


The biggest hazard was sunburn on exposed skin. Although mostly covered in clothing and sleeping in shade, the 50 SPF they had applied before going to sleep didn’t last all day. Occasionally a small piece of exposed skin that missed an application of sunscreen resulted in serious burns. Mandy had a triangle of a burn on her right wrist, and Luke suffered a painful burn under his right ear.


The sixth night brought with it a break in the monotony. They had been walking for three hours when, in the distance, they saw two sets of headlights crest a hill, then disappear behind a dip. When they reappeared, Luke and Mandy could faintly hear the engines.


“First cars we have seen since we’ve been on the road,” Luke suggested.


“Yes, let’s hide,” Mandy said quietly. “I don’t like the look of this.”


Luke studied the lie of the land. “The road curves to the left. Over there,” he pointed into the dark, “inside the curve, as their headlights will sweep the far side.”


They walked off the dirt road and settled behind a small boulder, ensuring that anything that could reflect light was hidden from view. They waited, and soon the two vehicles sped past, one after the other.


“That’s a search party, I’m sure,” Mandy said.


“They won’t find anything. The waterhole is 80 Ks from the base, and we must be over two hundred kilometres from there. It will be a dead end for them.”


“Let’s hope so,” Mandy sighed.


Luke struggled to his feet. “Come on, the coast is clear. Let’s keep pushing on.”


He put his hand out and helped Mandy to her feet. She accepted his offer and grunted as she stood. He noticed Mandy’s efforts to stand were starting to become a chore to her.


She sighed deeply. “Another week of this, you reckon?”


“Yep,” Luke replied, looking into the distance. “I reckon another week. I know this road pretty well, and I think yesterday we passed the halfway mark.”


“Well, perhaps it will be just short of another week,” Mandy said hopefully.


“I’ve factored in the possibility we will make less and less progress each day due to fatigue.”


Mandy grumbled in frustration. “My concern is we will run out of water before we get there, Luke.”


“That crossed my mind, too,” Luke said quietly. “We might have to ration ourselves further.”


Luke stumbled on a loose rock. He grunted as he caught his balance. The energy and effort to catch himself were unnecessarily taxing on his reserves, and he knew that.


“Mandy,” Luke interrupted the steady crunching of their footfalls, “I have an idea. If I recall, soon we will come to a dip where the road bends sharply to the right. Whenever I drive this road, I have always noticed what looks like a dry riverbed running alongside the road at that point. I’d like to stop there and dig down into the sand. You never know; there may be some underground water there.”


Mandy thought this through. “Have you ever seen flowing water in it?”


“No. I’ve never seen water out here, to be honest. I really don’t hold much hope of finding any, but under the circumstances, I feel I should at least make an attempt. As it is, a couple of months ago we had a light shower at the facility. My mate, Corey Robinson, who works at the Bureau of Meteorology, said at the time there was widespread rain in this area.”


“It takes a lot of energy to dig a hole, and we don’t have a spade,” Mandy reminded him.


“I know. It’s a gamble. But if I remember, the riverbed looks sandy, so it shouldn’t be too difficult to dig. Besides, we really must take this risk; it’s a no-brainer.”


“Alright,” Mandy agreed hesitantly. “We should set limitations then, be it time or depth. If we waste too much energy for nothing, it might lessen our survival chances.”


Luke felt Mandy’s words were another indication that she was starting to doubt their chances of survival. “I know,” Luke agreed soberly, “but I’m trying to find ways to increase our chances. Let’s say we dig one metre deep or one hour, whichever comes first. If the sand starts to get damp or show signs of water, we re-evaluate the situation.”


“Fine,” Mandy said abruptly.


At around 2:30 am, Luke saw a bend in the road. There was just enough moonlight for him to notice it, and the sight resonated with him. He tapped Mandy’s arm and pointed ahead. She looked out into the dark but said nothing.


“I think that’s it,” Luke whispered.


When they arrived at the bend, they could vaguely see a slightly paler line of uninterrupted sand just where Luke had said it would be. They walked off the road and dumped their loads on the soft sand.


Luke dropped heavily to his knees and began to scoop sand away with his hands. It felt, to him, that for each handful of sand he removed, another handful of sand filled the hole. Mandy knelt down next to Luke and stared at him helplessly. She was spent.


“You timing this?” Mandy muttered.


“In my head. Ten minutes so far,” he lied.


Luke kept digging. “Geologically, all the signs are that there must be water down here. Come on,” he urged himself to keep going.


Suddenly he looked up at Mandy.


“What?” she asked.


“The sand is getting cooler.”


Mandy pushed herself to a kneeling position and put her hand into the hole. Indeed, the sand did feel notably cooler.


Luke smiled weakly. “Even if we don’t find water, we need to sleep in this riverbed today.”


“Yeah,” Mandy smiled back. “I agree. We will sleep better in the cool sand and conserve some energy. It’s all about conserving energy,” she reminded him needlessly.


Luke walked a few paces into the bush and found a piece of wood that would suffice as a digging tool. With renewed enthusiasm, he worked on the sand. To their joy, it became damp, and his spirits soared. Before the permitted hour was up, he stopped to watch a very small pool of water gradually develop at the base, and the reflection of some stars appeared on the surface.


“There is water down there, Mandy,” Luke whispered through a dry throat. “There is water.”


“Oh no,” Mandy groaned.


“What?” Luke was concerned.


“We have disposed of our empty containers as we walked. We have no extra containers to fill. Shit!”


Luke realised she was right. All they could do now was top up their CamelBak hydration packs and the plastic bottle they were currently drinking from.


“It’s okay,” Luke tried to sound positive. “We now know we can find water in dry riverbeds. We must keep our containers from now on. Also, we need to sleep in these types of riverbeds every time we find them. It’s okay, Mandy. This is good. We are going to make it.”


Mandy shook her head in dismay. “Do you know where other riverbeds are? Have you seen others?”


“No,” Luke said smiling, “but I know what to look for now.” He needed Mandy to rest; he could tell she was in a poor way. “Let’s stop early tonight. I’ll make this hole a little bigger to harvest and drink what we can. I’ll also dig a shallow trench to sleep in. It will be daylight in a couple of hours, so we may as well have a comfortable night for a change.”


Mandy couldn’t disagree with Luke’s logic, so nodded her acceptance. “A foxhole, huh? I can handle that. We leave at sunset with full containers?”


“Absolutely. And we have a good drink before we set off,” Luke said. “If we find any discarded bottles on the road, we will keep them in future. I think we have already walked past two or three.”


“Two,” Mandy said bluntly.


Luke looked up and down the dry stream. “Look over there,” he pointed to a boulder almost the height of a person and about twenty metres away. Half of it extended into the sandy bed.


“Either side of that rock will only get half a day’s sunlight, so the sand should be cooler than here; this area here has been in direct sunlight for the entire day. I will dig a trench to sleep in beside that rock. It will be fine.”


Mandy was too exhausted to reply.


Luke instructed Mandy to stay where she was and drink the contents of her container, then, fill it with water from the hole, using his hat as a filter. He left her while she carefully sipped at the remaining water from the remnants of their daily allocation. After filtering and filling the bottle again, she found the water to be refreshing and cool. She smiled inwardly; she felt they would survive this ordeal. That thought alone gave her some strength.


For the remaining hours of darkness, Luke fashioned some shade over the two ends of a trench he had dug with the makeshift wooden spade. Just before he had finished his task, Mandy joined Luke and handed him a full container of fresh, cool water.


“It’s delicious,” she smiled. “Take a break and drink. It’s my turn to dig.”


“I’ll drink,” Luke gratefully took the offered water, “but you must sit and rest.”


“I’ll do my share,” Mandy objected weakly.


“You’re pregnant, Mandy. You really shouldn’t be out here in the first place. Now please sit; I’ve got this.”


Mandy reluctantly acquiesced, but she returned to the well to fill the container so that she could give Luke more of the precious water.


Just before the sun appeared over the horizon, Luke finished his task. He helped Mandy settle in the trench, then covered the area above her with a latticework of sticks, twigs and as much dried grass and debris as he could find. Then Luke sat in the trench at the opposite end. There was enough room for him to lie down, so long as his legs overlapped alongside Mandy’s.


Luke carefully arranged a small stack of twigs and debris over himself as he slowly got into a lying position. Satisfied they should be fairly protected from the unforgiving sun around midday, he manoeuvred his hat over his face and closed his eyes. For the first time in a week, he felt relatively comfortable. He smiled as he felt Mandy’s leg jerk involuntarily against his as she slipped into a deep sleep. 







Mandy opened her eyes, and through the hat covering her face, she could tell it was late afternoon and heading for the evening. Although still an uncomfortable rest, especially at midday when the sun was directly overhead, it was the best sleep she had had since they began the punishing walk.


She heard Luke snore and realised it was this noise that woke her. She lifted her hat off her face and looked past her feet to see Luke fast asleep. His feet and shoes were by her hip, as hers were by his. She put her head down again and closed her eyes, willing a throbbing headache to end, and hoping to get another hour of sleep. Although she felt a lot better than she had before she went to sleep, she was still physically tired and nauseous.


She heard the snore again, but suddenly realised it wasn’t a snore. It wasn’t even human. The sound resembled a growl from a predatory animal. Mandy froze.


The growl came again, and this time it was closer, extremely close. Very carefully, she lifted her hat off her face with one hand, and with the other, reached for her weapon. As silently as possible, she withdrew the sidearm and tightened her grip.


The growls were more frequent now, getting uncomfortably close. Mandy lifted her head and looked at Luke. He was oblivious to the sounds and deep in sleep. She considered kicking his hip gently to wake him but decided against it in case he woke suddenly and brought unwanted attention to them. Instead, she lifted her head further while turning carefully onto one elbow, gingerly peering over the lip of the foxhole.


What she saw startled her. It was a very large and very ugly-looking bird. There were two of them, and they were both growling in a way that sent a shiver down her spine. A thought came to her; they could be a food source.


Without a sound, and as slowly as possible, Mandy brought the weapon to bear on the closest bird. There were some sticks covering her that would hamper her aim, but she wasn’t going to let that get in the way. The bird hadn’t noticed her movement, and, oddly, was even walking closer to her. It looked as though it was curious about the disturbed earth and was about to investigate.


At two metres away, Mandy’s aim was plumb on its breast, so she squeezed the trigger. The bullet ripped into the bird’s chest, and a small tuft of feathers erupted into the air. The bird flapped wildly for a moment, then collapsed on the ground. In a similar way, Luke also flailed wildly, grasping at the air and spraying twigs and other debris into the atmosphere.


“Shit!” Luke yelled at the top of his voice, sitting up abruptly, trying to orientate himself. “What happened?”


“It’s okay,” Mandy quickly tried to calm him down. “It’s okay. Relax.”


“What’s going on?”


“It’s alright,” Mandy repeated. “A large bird came to investigate us, so I shot it.”


“You shot it? Shot what?”


“A bird, Luke. There,” Mandy pointed to the dead animal.


Luke stared at it, still trying to come to terms with where he was. As the sleep and shock left him, he came to his senses.


“That’s an emu,” he marvelled as he climbed out of the foxhole and inspected the kill.


“An emu?” Mandy asked as she gingerly extracted herself from the trench.


Luke smiled broadly at Mandy. “Yep, you bloody legend, we’re going to dine out today! Emus make great eating. They are on the menu at some of the finest restaurants in town.”


“They growl like a damned lion. Did you know that?”


“Yep,” Luke said casually as he began to inspect the bird. “They’re on the Australian Coat of Arms, together with the kangaroo.”


“You eat the animals on your Coat of Arms?” Mandy said, bewildered.


“Of course, why not? Hey, let’s get a fire going and cook up this little beauty. This is marvellous. Good shot, Mandy.”


Mandy sat down by the dead animal; she was still feeling weak from the day before. Reaching down to her right ankle, she withdrew the deceased assassin’s sharp knife from a sheath and passed it to Luke.


“I’ll make the fire,” she suggested, casting a quick glance at the sunset. “It’s a good time for that. You cut up the bird, will you?”


Luke dragged the emu a few metres away and began butchering it, choosing the best cuts of lean meat. By the time he had finished, Mandy had established a hot fire for roasting their meal. Luke found a reasonably straight stick and sharpened one end with the knife before skewering the meat on it.


“That’s a lot of food on there,” Mandy said.


“What we don’t eat, we will carry with us. It should last us a couple of days if we cook it well. We certainly can’t take raw meat with us; it will decompose in no time in this heat.”


After eating their fill, Mandy vomited her meal up. It concerned Luke, and he encouraged her to try again, but perhaps not so much this time. Much to their relief, Mandy managed to hold down a small amount the second time around. They drank their fill of cool water, and then made ready to leave.


“We don’t have to go,” Luke suggested. “We could stay here for another night and day until you have gathered some strength.”


“I’m fine,” Mandy countered. “We must push on. I feel much better now that I have some food in me.”


Mandy took another bite of meat and then started to giggle.


“What’s so funny?” Luke asked, bemused.


“You,” Mandy said, then started laughing.


“Me?” Luke asked, and began laughing along with her.


He was pleased to see her laugh. He realised then that he had never seen her like that.


“What?” Luke complained.


“You should have seen your face,” Mandy said between breaths. “When I shot the bird, your face was a picture, believe me.”


Luke laughed. “Jeez, Mandy. I was fast asleep, and you fired a gun inches from my ear. What do you expect?”


Mandy laughed uncontrollably. Luke enjoyed the interlude, despite it being at his expense.


Once they had composed themselves, Luke continued more seriously. “I’d like you to have a bite of emu every hour. Small amounts, but enough to give you some sustenance,” Luke insisted.


“What about you?”


“I’ll eat too,” he smiled. “We have heaps of food now. And I’ll keep a lookout for another riverbed. I think I remember another one, but it’s further along. I reckon it will take us about three days to get there.”


“So, we could increase our water allowance?” Mandy asked hopefully.


“It’s a risk, but worth taking, so yes,” Luke agreed. “You know, Mandy, as dangerous as the situation is, if we really feel there is no hope of surviving this journey, we can just wait by the side of the road for a rescue.”


“We’ll go to jail then,” Mandy said abruptly.


“Sure, but we will live.”


“And millions of people will die.”


Luke scratched his head and looked up at the stars. “We have to survive then; we have no choice.”


Mandy nodded gravely. “Then, we had better get going.”







They had been walking for several hours, and the night was getting icy. Mandy’s strength seemed to improve as they went, and as Luke suggested, every hour or so, they ate a mouthful of the emu steak.


A stone found its way into Mandy’s shoe. Holding Luke’s shoulder with one hand, she turned and put a finger down the side of her foot to dislodge it. Suddenly she froze.


“What’s wrong?” Luke asked.


“Shh….,” Mandy put a finger to her lips. “I thought I heard something.”


They stood quietly and listened to the silence.


“Did you hear anything?” Mandy whispered.


“After you fired your weapon in the foxhole, I can’t hear a bloody thing,” Luke whispered back. “My ears are still ringing.”


“Luke,” Mandy suddenly gripped his arm, “there’s a shadow back there. It moved.”


Luke turned carefully to look in the direction Mandy was pointing.


“I can’t see anything,” he whispered back.


“I’m sure I saw something move. Keep watching.”


It didn’t take long for them to see the movement. It wasn’t just one shadow, but four of them.


“Shit,” Luke whispered.


“What is it?” Mandy asked nervously.


“Dingoes, I think.”


“Dingoes? Are they dangerous?”


“Bloody right they are. Shit, they must have been drawn to the dead emu, and now they are following us.”


“What do we do?” Mandy said nervously. The dingoes were definitely getting closer as they weaved their way between shrubs and rocks.


Luke cast his eyes over the landscape. “Get that stone out of your shoe; we may have to run for safety.”


“Where?” Mandy asked desperately as she worked on the stone.


“Over there,” Luke pointed a little further along the road. There was a boulder that stood about two metres high. “We need to get on top of it. If we can’t, we must at least get our backs against it. They hunt in packs, so…. Come on; we don’t have time to waste.”


They kept walking at the same pace, but now they were watching their backs very carefully.


“Luke,” Mandy tapped him on his arm, then pointed to her left. “One of them has moved over there. It’s flanking us.”


Luke immediately looked to his right and was dismayed to see a shadow lurking not far off.


“You’re right; they are. We need to get to that rock quickly.”


Mandy pulled out her weapon. She looked at Luke questioningly. Luke simply nodded. When they reached the rock, they realised it was too steep, and they couldn’t climb it, so they put their back to it instead. The dingoes stopped their advance, and seemed to sit, blending into the shadows.


“What now?” Mandy pressed Luke.


“I’m not sure. I don’t think they will attack anything bigger than they can handle, but they have been known to kill calves and large kangaroos. And people have been attacked, but I don’t know of any deaths, apart from a baby; that Chamberlain case.”


“I think they want that emu meat,” Mandy pointed to the stick Luke carried over his shoulder. The remainder of the charred steaks dangled precariously from their skewer.


“Well, they’re not getting it,” Luke said firmly. He treasured the sustenance it gave Mandy, and for that reason, he was not going to part with it.


“We can’t stand here with our backs to a rock all night.”


Luke nodded at Mandy’s weapon. “How many rounds do you have?”


“Sixteen in here, and a spare clip of nineteen,” Mandy replied. “You want me to fire a couple of rounds at them and see if they run away?”


“No, I’m thinking just one round. You need to preserve what you have. I have a very uncomfortable feeling they will be hounding us for the remainder of our trek. If not them, there’ll be another family of dingoes later on.”


“Great,” Mandy said sarcastically. 


She aimed her Glock just in front of the closest shadow and fired off a round. It had the desired effect; the dingoes bolted into the darkness and vanished.


“Let’s go,” Luke said. “There’ll be more later on.”


Just before daybreak, the couple settled on the west side of a large boulder. There was no riverbed to offer them protection from certain heat, or, more importantly, there was no cool fresh water. It would be another day sleeping on a hard unforgiving surface. They knew they had been spoilt the day before.


“How’re you feeling?” Luke asked Mandy as he sliced her some cold roasted emu steak.


“A lot better. Gosh, I really wasn’t well yesterday, and my head was killing me.”


“Dehydration will do that to you.”


“Thanks for taking care of me, Luke,” Mandy managed a smile. “I wouldn’t have been able.…”


“It’s all good,” Luke cut her off. “You actually saved us both. I doubt I would have lasted another day without the protein and extra water.”


Mandy gingerly lay back on the ground. “What I would do for the soft sand of a foxhole right now.”


“It’s going to be a rough one today. Let’s just get through today, and hopefully, we will find another riverbed tomorrow.”


Luke was right; it was a very tough day. Not only was the heat oppressive, but he had to give up their only food stash, not to the dingoes, but to an unexpected arrival that also caused them to move location before midday; ants and flies, millions of them.







The following night they found another riverbed. It was wider than the first one, and the damp water began to appear a little deeper than the last time. Luke was starting to panic when he kept scooping dry loose sand, but breathed a sigh of relief when the moisture began to appear.


As the sun began to rise, and birds started chirping, Mandy shot a pigeon. The bullet made a horrible mess of the small bird, but they still managed to cook and eat a decent amount of nourishment from it. The remains were carefully buried deep in the sand to prevent dingoes, flies and ants from being drawn to the scent.


By forfeiting a full night’s walk for the life-giving opportunities, the sandbank would provide, their energies were maintained. Only one other time did a pack of dingoes show an interest in Mandy and Luke, but a shot fired at a strategic time dispersed them. No other scorpions were encountered, and two snakes were seen, but they slithered away fast enough not to cause Mandy any emotional distress.


One night Luke noticed the foliage was a little thicker. Small trees were evident, and when he found a riverbed that had a strip of leafy trees lining the sandy banks, he identified that as an ideal place to dig the nightly foxhole. In his enthusiasm for a kinder sleep, he made the trench a little wider than usual. Mandy, meanwhile, dug down to find water close by. It was all becoming a routine now.


Once they were prepared for the sunrise, they walked over to a thicket of trees to wait for the birdlife to become active.


“When the sun is overhead,” Luke whispered to Mandy, “that foxhole should mostly be in shade. I hope this will be our best sleep yet.”


“That would be nice,” Mandy forced a smile. “How far do you reckon we are from Alice?”


“Another two or three days, perhaps. I’ve lost track of time and distance. Our strength and stamina have improved since we started eating and drinking better, so our pace has picked up a bit, but we have cut some nights short to dig in.”


“Two or three days, huh?” Mandy mulled to herself. “We’ll manage, Luke.”


“I know; we will. The last part will be easy now. I must admit I started to get worried at one stage, but we’ll get there,” he smiled. “How are you feeling now?”


“Much better, thanks. I still have a pounding headache, and I feel like crap, but a bit better, thanks. And you? How’s that knee?”


“It’s giving me a bit of grief, but nothing I can’t handle.”


Mandy put a finger to her lips and pointed overhead. A type of pigeon had arrived and perched on a branch. She carefully took aim while Luke put his fingers in his ears. She winged it, and Luke quickly put the bird out of its misery. He lit a fire and began roasting the poor creature. He had used his last match, which concerned him, but there was nothing he could do about it. He moved his thoughts onto other pressing matters of survival.


After eating their meagre meal and burying the carcass, they settled into their foxhole before the sun was up.


After a quiet moment, Mandy spoke softly. “I was stationed for a while in Kabul, Afghanistan.”


Luke didn’t answer, he waited for Mandy to say what she wanted, and in her own time.


“I was there with Ashley. Somehow our cover was blown; we didn’t know that. One morning Ash and I walked down to the market with our guide and translator, and we were abducted. It happened so quickly.”


She went silent for a while. Luke sensed her reliving the moment, so he gently rested his hand on her ankle and gave a reassuring squeeze.


Mandy continued, speaking very softly. “Luckily, there was a satellite overhead at the time, so our people tracked the vehicle and discovered where we were taken. An extraction team rescued us the next day, but not before we were tortured.”


“Oh, no,” Luke said involuntarily.


“They forced Ashley’s hand into a small black box. There was a scorpion in there, and she got stung just under one of her fingernails. They made me watch. Her pain was excruciating. Later they brought the box over to me. It’s terrifying knowing what’s about to happen.


“They didn’t put my hand in the box, but took the scorpion out and put it on my face. It stung me on the side of my nose. That is why I have a phobia of scorpions; now you understand.”


“I’m so sorry, Mandy,” Luke slid his hand onto her leg and gave her ankle a gentle squeeze. He was at a loss for what to say.


“I could have dealt with the sting, but to have the thing on my face, so close to my eyes, and feel its legs gripping my cheek - that is difficult to process, and it psychologically damaged me. I was taken out of the field and sent home. I had six months of rehab and then another six months in Germany. George, my boss, requested I transfer here, to Australia. Ashley was already here. I think George felt Ashley needed me because a transfer like that is unusual. So, that’s my story.”


“Thanks, Mandy,” Luke said compassionately. He understood it was difficult for Mandy to open up to him.


Mandy reached down and felt for Luke’s boot. She gave his ankle a gentle squeeze, which warmed his heart. They lay quietly and said nothing. Soon they were both fast asleep.










CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
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By the twelfth night, they saw the lights of Alice Springs reflecting in the sky, and just before sunup, they could see the pinpricks of globes from radio beacons on tall, latticed towers. They bedded down under thick foliage on the outskirts of the town, comfortable in the knowledge they had survived their ordeal relatively well. On this night, however, they slept under a green bush. They had both lost significant weight, but their strength and spirits were intact.


Leaving the last of their water containers under the bush, the couple stole off into the evening to slip into civilisation. Luke wore the wig under his baseball cap, Mandy’s ponytail hanging free along his shoulders. It gave him the desired look of a carefree, happy-go-lucky backpacker. Careful to avoid security cameras, Luke led Mandy down an alleyway that ran behind a large Lifeline Op Shop. He knew second-hand clothing would be dumped around there for sorting and resale the next day. His plan worked, and they helped themselves to almost an entire wardrobe of very usable clothes.


Luke kept his baseball cap and wig disguise, but Mandy opted for a wide-brimmed hat that covered most of her face. With mismatched clothes, a change of footwear and an improvised scarf as a covid-safe face mask, they felt more at ease walking the streets of Alice.


While Mandy waited in a nearby park, Luke strolled into a Seven-Eleven service station and purchased a bottle of shampoo, a bar of soap, two toothbrushes, two razors and some toothpaste. He also bought a packet of Paracetamol for Mandy’s headache. A can of deodorant and two pairs of cheap blue reflective sunglasses completed his shopping list.


The next stop was the local camping ground. Under the cover of darkness, they sat casually near the ablutions block. When the opportunity arose for Mandy to slip into the lady’s section, she made her break. Luke did the same for the gents, and they emerged freshly showered, shaved and smelling a great deal more acceptable to the community and, more importantly, to each other.


Mandy smiled at Luke when they met. “You have no idea how good it was to sit on a toilet seat again.”


“Tell me about it,” Luke grinned.


“We have to figure out how to get to Adelaide now, but can we think about this over a Big Mac and a giant Cola?” Mandy asked.


“Good call,” Luke smiled broadly. “I know just the place.”







The Greyhound bus arrived in Adelaide at 6:32 am. It was a sunny day, and the air was crisp. After asking a few questions and directions, Luke and Mandy made their way to Hutt Street in downtown Adelaide where they found a backpacker’s lodge. Their room was sparse, and the bedcovers and curtains were brightly mismatched in orange, yellow and green colours. Once safely in their room, they began to make plans on how to go forward as fugitives.


“Firstly, we need a burner phone,” Mandy said matter of factly. “I need to make contact with Ashley.”


Luke sat heavily on the bed and tested the firmness of the mattress. It sagged badly, but it felt like heaven. “Where are you going to get a burner phone in Australia? For heaven’s sake.”


Mandy sat gently beside Luke and bounced a couple of times. “Woolworths, Coles; they have them.”


“Yeah, but you need ID to buy mobile phones, and we have nothing.”


“No, you don’t. Buying a phone at the counter doesn’t need ID. I checked,” Mandy said.


“You checked? When did you check?” Luke asked, perplexed.


“When I landed in Australia. I check on a lot of things; it’s part of my job.”


Luke shook his head in astonishment.


Mandy continued. “If you want a SIM with a phone number, then yes, you need ID. I only want access to the internet, then we can securely communicate with just about anybody in the world. There are some crazy apps out there nowadays, and free internet is available almost everywhere; you just need to know where to look.”


Luke was beginning to question Mandy’s job, and her abilities; she worked in a secret division of the United States Government doing secret things on an entirely different level. She could shoot better than anyone he knew and didn’t seem at all perturbed when she killed multiple trained assassins, one with a single bullet to the eye. Luke recalled that Mandy always appeared to be in total control of herself, knew six languages, not forgetting two sign languages, and was privy to some of America’s deeply guarded secrets. It was only an insect that troubled her.


Luke cleared his throat. “I think you are starting to scare me, Mandy.”


“Why?” Mandy looked bemused.


“You work in a very secret world, and your life is full of secrets. Hell, even you are a secret. You do things that most people won’t or can’t do, and you’re good at doing it. It’s a little scary when you’re in love with a secret woman.”


Mandy smiled sweetly. “There are things about me I will tell you about, but others I can’t and probably never will. I need you to accept that. It’s best that way, and best for both of us. I can promise you one thing, though, you don’t need to be scared of me. Believe it or not, I actually do love you.”


Luke smiled. He lay back and looked up at the cheap ceiling fan. The edges of the blades were rusting. He reached up and gently pulled Mandy back onto the mattress beside him.


Luke spoke softly. “Our lives have certainly changed.”


Mandy sighed deeply. “Yeah, very true. It’s a very strange world.”


They lay together, hand in hand, staring blankly at the roof above. Before they knew it, they were both in a very deep sleep.







After a good night’s sleep, they quietly left the backpacker’s lodge and walked a few blocks, where they parted company. Mandy immediately walked into a Woolworth’s supermarket. She continued to wear her wide-brimmed hat and the makeshift face mask that covered most of her face. The pair of reflective metallic blue sunglasses Luke had picked up at the Seven-Eleven in Alice Springs rounded off her disguise.


Selecting some basic essentials, Mandy stopped in the cosmetics aisle and picked up a packet of the darkest hair dye she could find. It would be the total opposite of her current hair colour. She knew that going from long blonde hair to short brunette would help with the disguise.


She then approached a checkout counter and studied a variety of mobile phones on display, choosing a Samsung Galaxy A13. It was more expensive than she had hoped to pay, but the large screen was important for what she needed. When she checked out, nobody requested any identification.


Her next stop was at McDonald’s, not far from the shopping centre. There she met Luke, who had already ordered her mineral water and a burger. He had carefully selected a seat near an electrical outlet. Mandy clandestinely plugged the charger of the phone in and logged into McDonald’s Wi-Fi network.


“There you go,” Mandy smiled at Luke. “Easy when you know how.”


It took half an hour, between bites of her burger and sips of water, to successfully download and configure the Apps she would need over the next few days. One of those was the Proton Mail App. On logging in, there was a ping from Ashley.


‘ASIO now involved. All have been cleared next door - Their manager was not impressed - they fingerprinted her car. Your prints not found. She had it out with George. Fiery meeting! The channel getting active - two transmissions per day. Origin of transmissions now located in Sydney, Australia. Receiver in Houston, Texas. Be careful.’


Mandy frowned. “That’s not good,”


“What,” Luke whispered over her shoulder.


“Your Australian secret service has become involved now. I didn’t expect that. George must have reported me missing.”


Luke leaned closer to Mandy and lowered his voice. “Of course he would. He would have a duty to report a foreign national that’s gone missing in Australia. This whole affair is going next-level stuff-up. It’s going to get out of control.”


“It already has,” Mandy grunted. “We need to move fast. We have to knock that asteroid out of our orbit before it’s too late.”


“How are you going to do that?” Luke asked, exasperated.


“I don’t know yet, but there have been some developments. Can you locate the asteroid by accessing software through this phone?”


“Shit, Mandy,” Luke exclaimed in a whisper. “I need serious computing power. A phone won’t cut it.”


Mandy sighed in resignation. “I need to know where the asteroid is so that if we manage to make an adjustment to it, I will know it was successful. I have to know.”


“Hang on,” Luke scratched his chin. “Matt has a mate in Argentina. He might be able to find and track it for us.”


Mandy looked at her screen and tapped something in. “Okay, dictate to me what you want to tell Matt.”


‘Hey mate, we are okay. We need to locate and track the item in question. Can you ask your buddy in Argentina to find it and keep a record of its movements? Vital to keep records and logs of movements. Will need for evidence later.’


Mandy hit the send button. “How long before we hear from Argentina?”


“A week, maybe two,” Luke shrugged. “It’s hard to tell.”


“Alright,” Mandy said acceptingly. “I need to reply to Ashley.”


“Is this confidential? Shall I go for a walk?”


Mandy smiled. “No, I guess not. We’re in this together now. In any case, this is just to let her know we are safe and not to worry.”


She tapped a short message:


‘Copied. Need more details.’


“So, what’s your plan?” Luke asked cautiously.


“We need to get to Sydney,” Mandy pondered. “If they’ve traced the transmission to Sydney, it’s probably a burner phone that’s being used, like this one.”


“Sydney’s a long way from here by Greyhound,” Luke said despondently. “Probably need about three or four days travel. At least on certain routes Greyhound has free Wi-Fi.”


“Well, then,” Mandy paused in deep thought. “I think we had better get going as soon as possible.”


Luke chuckled softly. “We can leave as soon as we walk out this door. There’s nothing keeping us.”


Just then, Mandy’s phone pinged. She looked at Luke in surprise, then quickly flipped the Proton Mail app open. It was a message from Ashley.


‘You are both wanted, but general consensus is you are dead. Signal now confirmed cell phone in Australia, but number is still untraceable. General area only in Sydney. Calls too short to trace correctly. Activations are shorter and more frequent. Password was changed today. No further information.’


Mandy handed the phone to Luke, who read the text. He scratched his head thoughtfully as he digested the message.


“Make anything of it?” Mandy asked Luke.


“Yeah, possibly,” he said, sounding somewhat unconvinced.


“Go on,” Mandy encouraged him.


Luke put the phone down and looked Mandy in the eye. “This is purely conjecture. Shorter and more frequent firings of the propulsion jets would indicate to me they are making fine adjustments. To me, they have the asteroid almost in place. There are still some months to go before their intended impact, so from now on, calculations will be run, checked and re-checked. Finally, some microscopic adjustments will begin to occur as they take distance, velocities and the Earth’s position and rotation into play. It sounds to me that they are well advanced in their planning.”


Mandy frowned. “Do you think 14th of February may not be the actual date?”


“Who knows?” Luke shrugged. “It might not be, but if they plan to use Russia’s winter to maximise the casualties, I’d say February is the real deal.”


Mandy pushed back in her chair. “I have my doubts our guys will ever locate the sender. He or she knows what they are doing.”


Luke leaned forward; a serious look crossed his face. “Well, that’s what I was getting to. I might know where the calls are coming from.”


Mandy stared at Luke curiously but said nothing.


“Purely a guess, you understand?” Luke continued. “You say the calls are originating from the Sydney area. The person making the calls would have very accurate information on where the asteroid is and where it is in its rotation. Therefore, he or she would need access to some serious computing power, and some very powerful radio telescopes.”


“Go on,” Mandy said softly.


“There is one place in Sydney that has all that. I’ve been there; I’ve seen it and worked on some of the equipment. The Australian government has a department called CSIRO, or Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation. It has a division that deals specifically in Space Science, and all its massive telescopes are controlled by a single agency called ANTF, or Australian National Telescope Facility. Believe it or not, the facility where I was working next door to you guys is a part of ANTF. Their headquarters are in a suburb of Sydney called Marsden.”


“So,” Mandy finished Luke’s words, “whoever is sending those messages might well be working in Marsden.”


“Exactly my thoughts,” Luke said.


“How powerful are these telescopes and computers?”


“State-of-the-art stuff. They are linked or networked to an array of facilities all over the country, and in some cases, around the world.”


Mandy went silent, but just for a moment. “Your guess is good enough for me. I want to get to Sydney as fast as possible. Let’s go back to the backpacker’s lodge now. I need to dye my hair before we check out.”










CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
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Mandy and Luke arrived in Sydney after a painstakingly long road trip from Adelaide. The Greyhound bus service had free, but frustratingly slow, internet. Nevertheless, it kept them in touch with Ashley, who fed Mandy pertinent news.


The bus dropped them off at Central Station, where they quickly caught a train to Eastwood, north of the CBD. It was a comfortable journey lasting just over half an hour. They planned their route to the observatory, deciding to walk the remaining half hour it took from Eastwood Station.


Google Maps had suggested there were numerous coffee shops around the area where they would exit the train. By the time they had arrived, they made a beeline for one of them, indulging in a somewhat unhealthy, but extremely welcome breakfast. There was outdoor and inside seating; they chose to sit inside and put their back to the front windows.


“You’ve worked at the ANTF,” Mandy spoke to Luke after savouring the last sip of her herbal tea, “How would you enter the facility without being noticed? Could you go in as a scientist? Would anyone be suspicious of you?”


“Nah,” Luke shook his head. “Impossible.”


“Nothing’s impossible, Luke,” Mandy frowned. “I could possibly do it, but the best way is usually the simplest.”


“There may be people there that still remember me. Plus, it has CCTV, if I remember.”


“Alright,” Mandy accepted Luke’s knowledge of the facility. “For now, let’s just do some surveillance around the perimeter and look for opportunities.”


Luke leaned in closer to Mandy. “Any chance we could check into a hotel for the night? I could really use a bed and a soft pillow, and a shower.”


“No, that is impossible. By now, every cop will have our photos. Soon we will be on Crime Stoppers, and maybe even on television, if that hasn’t happened already. We can’t chance it.”


Luke sighed in disappointment. “So, where do we sleep? Any ideas?”


“Yes, actually.” Mandy smiled into her empty cup. “According to Google Maps, there is a huge park, or nature reserve, just behind the ANTF facility. It borders its rear boundary. After what we have endured in the desert, this will be a walk in the park. Excuse the pun.”


Luke thought about this for a moment. “Right-O. Well, then, I have a suggestion.”


“Go on,” Mandy said.


“When I was working at the ANTF, I noticed a gardening service would pitch up regularly; ANTF has large acreage to maintain. I only noticed because one of my colleagues was interested in a female gardener, which distracted him from his work; we used to take the mickey out of him. If we go to a hardware store, we could kit ourselves out like members of a gardening service and get right up to the building.”


“Sounds like it could work,” Mandy said as a frown creased her brow.


“You might be able to get right up to a window and do some of your clandestine CIA black magic shit,” Luke winked and nudged Mandy’s shoulder.


Mandy shook her head, but she smiled. “Fat chance of that happening, Buster. Where do we find a hardware store?”


“Bunnings is the best bet,” Luke suggested and downed the last of his coffee. “Massive warehouse-style hardware stores, and they are everywhere. You can get anything you want from Bunnings. Not sure about the overalls or high-vis shirts or steel-toe work boots, but we can get those from a Kmart.”


“Let’s do it then,” Mandy agreed. “Today, let’s find somewhere in the reserve to base ourselves and sleep rough. Tomorrow, we go to Kmart and this Bunnings outfit and become contract gardeners.”







Pembury Park was a reasonably large nature area that abutted one side of the ANTF facility. In parts, it was heavily wooded and had areas of dense bushland. The park had amenities for families that the council had provided: swings, slides, park benches and some shaded BBQ stations where visitors could cook up the traditional Aussie sausage sizzle. There was even some basic workout equipment that people could pretend to exercise on.


Mandy and Luke roamed the area casually, hand in hand, looking like they were enjoying a leisurely day off, but they were very attentive to what was around them and how the park was laid out. A concrete footpath led under a bridge where vehicles rushed overhead. The adjoining park was even larger than Pembury Park, but still, they settled on Pembury as the ideal place to set up their base. Because it bordered the science facility, this was also a good spot to observe the grounds and enter as pseudo gardeners unnoticed.


They found a dense thicket of brush, secluded by grasses and shrubs, and cleared an area under a messy bush. Luke broke some twigs, to give them some headroom when in a sitting position. He was happy with the concealment it provided, and the foliage above would keep dew off them in the early hours.


The closest Bunnings hardware store was an hour’s walk from where they were. The nearest Kmart was half an hour’s walk in the opposite direction. As it was too late in the day to walk to both locations, they decided to go to Kmart right away. It was the right decision because they also bought two blankets to keep the night chill off them.


Macquarie Centre was a modern shopping mall with dozens of franchised chains. Donning their disguises, Mandy and Luke ensured their excursion into the mall was as brief as possible; they knew exactly what they wanted. The blankets they bought were as neutral in colour as possible to offer some camouflage. Some basic essentials were hurriedly added to the shopping basket. When the couple returned to the site where they would hide from the public, they laid one of the blankets down as a groundsheet. They slept soundly that night, and only the birds woke them at first light.


On the way to Bunnings, they stopped at a street-side cafe. As they sat quietly at a small table on the pavement enjoying a hot, revitalising beverage, Luke noticed Mandy staring dreamingly into the distance.


“What are you thinking about?” Luke asked with a smile.


Mandy looked at Luke and returned the smile. “You really want to know?”


“Yep, spill the beans.”


Mandy laughed softly. “The waterhole. I’m reminiscing about the waterhole.”


“Really?” Luke said suggestively.


“No, not that,” Mandy elbowed him playfully. “It was such a peaceful place. There was a magical air to it. I always felt so at peace there.”


Luke nodded slowly. “You are right, I have to agree. There was something quite surreal about that place. Maybe when this whole saga is over, we can find a place like that and disappear from the world.”


Mandy laughed again. “I’ll hold you to that, Lucas Kahn.”


The gentle interlude between the two came to an abrupt end; a police vehicle with the unmistakable blue checked squares on its livery cruised menacingly towards them.


“Shit,” Mandy hissed. “We’re not wearing masks.”


Because they were seated, they had removed their face masks and their cheap sunglasses. Luke began to panic.


“Relax,” Mandy placed her hand on his. “Just talk to me, don’t look their way.”


The car pulled into a parking space close to the couple and stopped. Two officers, one a female, and the other a male, exited the vehicle and walked towards Luke and Mandy. They wore bulletproof vests and carried tasers and 9mm pistols on their hips. Luke’s stomach did a turn, but Mandy calmly lifted her cup to her lips and seemed to study the contents. 


The two cops entered the cafe and stood in line, waiting their turn to order at the counter.


“Finish up, Luke,” Mandy said calmly and put her cup on the table. “Time to go.”


Luke needed no further encouragement. He knocked back his scalding coffee, then casually stood with Mandy, replaced their chairs under the table, and then quietly left the cafe. Mandy nodded her thanks to the Barista as she left.


“I hope they don’t have face recognition on their dash cams,” Mandy said nervously as they walked in the direction of Bunnings.


“Do the cops have that now?” Luke asked.


“I don’t know,” Mandy replied. “The technology is there, but is it installed? I can’t say.”


“If they do,” Luke mumbled, “we will know soon enough.”


“We’ll have to be more careful now. No eating and drinking in public places; our masks and glasses must stay on always.”


“I think that was a close call,” Luke suggested.


“Yeah, I think so. I should have known cops like coffee first up in the morning. I’m kicking myself.”


“Don’t be too hard on yourself, Mandy. That’s not something most people would even consider.”


“I would. I should.” Mandy cursed herself. “Stupid mistake.”


The Bunnings store was busy, with tradies, contractors, retired husbands and industrious women scouting the spacious aisles. Mandy was pleased with the activity in the massive store because they could blend in inconspicuously.


They first selected a length of green garden hose with a spray trigger nozzle attachment. Some garden shears, a rake, a broom, clippers, a bucket and snippers were added to their trolley. Luke threw in a cheap blue plastic woven ground sheet.


“We might need that if it rains,” he explained. “We can cover ourselves and keep dry.”


“Good thinking. What about a spade?” Mandy asked. “Don’t gardeners have spades?”


Luke laughed. “Only if you want to dig holes. We’ll avoid doing that, it’s hard work too. I guess you don’t do much gardening?”


“No,” Mandy said dryly. “I told you I’m a city girl.”


“You don’t know what you’re missing out on.”


“And this thing?” Mandy asked incredulously as she picked up a device with jagged teeth at one end.


“It’s a post hole digger, for digging holes…. for posts. We don’t need that,” Luke said and returned it.


“Thank the good Lord for that; it’s heavy and looks dangerous. What else do we need to look like contract gardeners.”


“Three very important things,” Luke smiled, enjoying Mandy’s horticultural naivety. “We need a tool belt, where we can hang all our gardening tools; the more, the merrier, and some bright yellow gardening gloves, the brighter, the better. And to top it all off, a very wide-brimmed straw Bunnings hat, which we will find at the counter when we check out.”


“I don’t like the idea of the hat,” Mandy chuckled.


“Too bad, and we need to rough them up a bit; we can’t look too new on the block.”


“Great,” Mandy mumbled sarcastically.


They were in a hurry to get back to Pembury Park, thanks in part because of their close encounter with the police officers. They stashed their purchases, then made their way to the edge of the ANTF property, where, well secluded, they began observing and making mental notes of all activity going on.


They saw a lone garden contractor, dressed in similar clothes to those they had bought at Kmart. However, his shirt was a different colour, and there was a logo on the pocket. He had a Bunnings straw hat on his head.


Luke nudged Mandy with his elbow. “Note the Bunnings hat.”


Mandy smiled. “Alright, Lucas Kahn, you can have that one. I worry about the uniform, though; his shirt is different.”


“So long as they are not here when we go in, nobody will have the slightest interest in how we dress or who we are.”


“Alright then, if they are not here tomorrow, we will start our gardening lark. You see that window over there?” Mandy pointed almost directly in front of her. “I want to start there.”


“Why there?” Luke asked curiously.


“If you look carefully, it looks like the back of a computer tower by the window; you can see the cables plugging into the back.”


“Oh, yes,” Luke hadn’t noticed; it wasn’t something that would draw his attention at the best of times.


“Look closely, it looks like a router on top of it. If I can get a photo of it and send it to Ashley, she might be able to work out what the model is, and maybe, with some smart software she has, she might be able to give me access to it.”


“Surely not?” Luke said in awe.


“No guarantees, of course. Let’s get back now. It will be dark soon, and I want to try on my new outfit for tomorrow.”







Luke pulled his rake across some dead leaves, then looked up at Mandy. She was snipping away at a thick shrub with garden shears.


“You look good as a gardener. Work clothes suit you,” he chuckled.


Mandy mopped her brow with her sleeve. “I was definitely not cut out for this,” she muttered, but she was smiling.


With a little surveillance, they hopped the CSIRO’s boundary wall earlier that morning when they realised the contracted gardening service was not rostered on. They quickly pretended to work in the garden, comforted in the knowledge that a large number of scientists at the facility would not bat an eyelid at their presence.


Thanks to Google and CSIRO’s intensive website, Mandy and Luke knew who the important people were and what they looked like. They took note of who came and went during the day; some they could identify, but mostly they could not. Uber Eats and coffee vendors would occasionally arrive; in reality, nothing untoward caught Mandy’s attention.


Mandy made her way to the window she had targeted. She stretched and wiped her brow, acting somewhat fatigued. She glanced in the window and saw a young man pick up some papers and walk out of the room.


She looked at Luke, who gave her a barely discernible nod that the coast was clear. Without missing a beat, Mandy pulled her phone from her pocket, swiped to the camera, then held the lens to the router and clicked. In a split second, the phone was back in her pocket, and she was attending to the shrubs again. Luke smiled in appreciation of her gall.


Later that evening, when they arrived back at their rudimentary campsite, Mandy sat on the blanket and turned on the phone. Luke sat beside her to look at what she had photographed. He could see the back of the router, and in the background, a desk covered with a mess of papers.


“Do you reckon Ashley can log into a network just by looking at the model of a router?” Luke asked.


“Ashley is amazing with technology. I’m pretty sure this would be a piece of cake for her,” Mandy said. “The photo alone probably won’t be much good to her, but if she knew where the router was located, the make and model, and maybe a few other titbits of information, she would probably crack this in a couple of hours. But, in this case, we don’t need Ashley’s help. I can do it from here.”


Luke’s head snapped around to look her in the face. “You can?”


“Yes,” Mandy grinned. “Look at this barcode on the back. That’s the make, model and serial number, and this number here,” she enlarged the screen, “is the password for this router.”


“No way!” Luke exclaimed. “You beauty.”


Mandy put on her best imitation of an Australian accent “Too easy, mate.”


“Shit, you’re good,” Luke marvelled at her.


“I know,” Mandy winked.







The gardening service wasn’t there the next day either. This suited Mandy as she wanted to get her phone logged into the system. She hoped there wasn’t a firewall that would block her, but she had to try.


It took her a few minutes with some simple configuring, but within moments she was in. Backing away from the window, she made her way to Luke.


“All good; I can connect from here.”


Luke shook his head slowly in amazement. “You really are quite incredible, Mandy.”


“I could do with a hot bath today,” Mandy grumbled as she looked up at the grey sky above. 


“Look busy,” Luke suddenly hissed as he saw a man in a long-sleeved shirt and tie exit a side door.


Mandy casually began to clip at the bush she was attending to while Luke renewed his raking exercise. Mandy turned to watch the official clandestinely through the leaves and twigs. He dug into a pocket and drew out a box of cigarettes, extracted one, lit up with a red BIC lighter, and sucked heavily at the first drag. He exhaled the bluish smoke at the clouds, looking very relieved.


He walked around in a slow circle, sucking at the cigarette, before finally dropping it to the ground and grinding it out with his heel. Placing the lighter back in his pocket, he pulled out a cell phone and tapped two keys.


‘Speed dial’, Mandy thought.


She watched him take a yellow Post-it Note from his top pocket and study it. He only said a few words once he was connected, while seemingly reading from the note. He then hung up and returned to the building.


Mandy sidled up to Luke. “That man, he fits the profile I’m looking for,” she whispered.


“How’s that?” Luke answered and stepped closer.


“He made a phone call outside the building, where nobody could overhear him, and only spoke for twenty seconds or so.”


“You reckon?”


“Yeah, and it was a speed dial; the number is stored on his phone.”


“Mandy,” Luke sighed, “I only know one phone number, and that’s my own. Everyone else is recorded in the speed dial on my phone. Who remembers phone numbers these days?”


Mandy had to admit defeat in that argument.


“Alright. What’s the time?” Mandy said, but she wasn’t really asking. She pulled out her burner phone and read the time on the screen.


“9:43 am,” Mandy said. Remember this time; we will check with Ashley if a communication went out at this time exactly. That will prove it.”


“Take a screenshot of the time,” Luke insisted.


“Why?” Mandy asked.


“Do it now. Evidence. You might thank me later.”


Mandy obliged and captured the face of her phone.


“Do you recognise him from the website?” Luke asked.


“Yeah, David Porter, the Program Director.”


For the next hour, the pair worked the garden, with Mandy surreptitiously making her way to the window with internet access. As she came into range, the email she had tapped out earlier left her phone. It was short:


‘Did a transmission go out today? If so, what time exactly?’







It was only 7:00 pm, but it was pitch black already. Overhead clouds blocked most of the light from the sky, and the motion sensor lights in the barbecue and toilet areas had gone out. The faint glow of distant streetlights was their only illumination. Luke extracted their short garden hose from under some foliage and clipped it onto a water outlet close to a set of children’s swings. Snapping on the sprinkler, he gave a plant a couple of squirts to check the flow.


“You want to go first?” Luke asked Mandy with a grin. “It’s bracing.”


“No,” Mandy replied, “not really, but let’s get it over with. I need to wash my hair.”


“Well,” Luke smiled broadly, “strip off then.”


Mandy stripped her clothes off and hung them carefully over a bush. Luke did the same with his clothing. Pouring a generous amount of shampoo into a cupped hand, she bent forward, tossing her recently coloured black hair forward, exposing the nape of her neck. 


“Go on,” she grunted. “Hair first.”


Luke unleashed a spray of water over Mandy’s head, then watched her lather up. He then opened the jet of water over her hair, and Mandy allowed the flow of water to run down her body, using the suds to wash at the same time.


“You’re starting to show,” Luke said as he admired her stunning beauty.


“So are you,” Mandy grumbled. “Hurry up; I’m freezing.”


“Did I ever tell you that you look beautiful as a brunette?” Luke smiled lovingly.


“Hurry up, Luke,” Mandy chided.


He helped Mandy dry off with a beach towel they had bought from Kmart, then handed the hose to Mandy. She immediately blasted Luke with a jet of icy water, which made him yelp.


“Not pleasant, huh?” she chuckled. 


Once they were dry and dressed and the hose concealed again, they walked about three kilometres to a McDonald's and ordered some food and hot drinks. Taking a seat in a far corner, they connected to the excuse for Wi-Fi. Proton Mail flashed an icon of new mail.


There was one from Matt, but Mandy went straight to the message from Ashley.


‘One transmission yesterday at 23:42. Duration 23 seconds. Activation of 1.52 seconds to be performed at 2:46:25pm. Your disappearance is being handed to Federal Police. Prepare to see your image on TV.’


“We got him!” Mandy exclaimed excitedly. “David Porter is our man.”


“The time doesn’t match. How do you figure that?” Luke asked, perplexed.


“Look at the time - 11:42 pm yesterday. Perfect!”


“No,” Luke objected. “The man we saw made the call at 9:43 am - today - this morning.”


“Exactly,” Mandy was almost hopping out of her seat. “We, Ashley and I, use UTC, or Coordinated Universal Time. It’s a standard time when dealing with international time zones. It used to be called Greenwich Mean Time, or GMT.”


“Yeah, I know what GMT is,” Luke blushed slightly.


“The military call it Zulu time. GMT, UCT and Zulu time are the same thing. Where I work, we always use UCT. So, 11:42UCT is 9:42 am the following day in Sydney.”


Luke took the phone off Mandy and pulled up the photo file. The screenshot showed 9:43 am.


Mandy tapped the screen with her finger. “Don’t forget to add the minute it took for you to tell me to do the screenshot.”


Luke looked Mandy in the eye. “You really believe this is your man?”


“Absolutely. We got him. It all makes sense.”


“So now what?”


“I’ll think about it tonight,” Mandy frowned, then nodded at the phone in Luke’s hand. “What does Matt say?”


Luke opened the app and read the message from his friend and co-worker. 


“He says they have located 8976B. They will start tracking it now.”










CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
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Mandy kept snipping away at a shrub that was just a little taller than herself. All the time, the rear door, where she expected her target to appear, was in her peripheral vision. Luke stood close to the doorway, raking at the grass but not the leaves; leaves made a noise, and his job was to be silent.


So as not to be obvious, Mandy moved to another bush and continued snipping away. The day was warmer than the previous one, and the sun shone through gaps in the clouds. Luke kept exchanging furtive glances with Mandy, but he could see she was a professional. Her gardener antics looked so natural, and it looked as though she was totally focused on her task. She would sometimes stop what she was doing and study a leaf intently, or pull a weed and inspect it.


As expected, nobody appeared out the back of the complex, and nobody used the rear door; it seemed it would be just Porter when he came out for a smoke and to send a new message to fine-tune the asteroid’s coordinates.


It was getting late in the morning, and Mandy began to worry that her photo, and that of Luke’s, would soon appear on TV and social media. She knew she had to deal with this without delay and that she only had one chance.


Suddenly the rear door opened, and David Porter walked out. Luke’s heart skipped a beat. He began to rake an inch above the grass; total silence, just as Mandy had coached him the previous day, over and over again. He had an important role to play, and there was no room for error.


Mandy turned slightly, put her shears on the ground and arched her back as if she was having a tough day. With one hand on her back, she undid the top button of her work shirt, exposing a little more of her cleavage. It caught Porter’s attention. Without looking at the man, she pulled a hand-held clipper from her belt and turned her attention to the shrub again. 


Porter kept an eye on Mandy, not noticing Luke behind him, and lit up a cigarette. Keeping a lustful eye on Mandy’s figure, he puffed at his cigarette before throwing the stub on the ground and stomping it out. Through the corner of her eye, Mandy watched Porter retrieve a cell phone from his pocket, and the moment he tapped in the speed dial numbers, she turned seductively towards him and smiled warmly. Timing was everything.


Porter smiled back with a slight nod of greeting as he held the phone to his ear. As he waited for his connection, he reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a yellow Post-it Note and read what was on it.


Mandy walked a few paces towards the man, still smiling seductively, her eyes lowered. She was closer now. The phone connected, and Mandy read his lips as he said one word.


“Password.”


With that one word, Mandy gently pulled her Glock from her pocket and, with arm outstretched, pointed the gun right between Porter’s eyes. She calmly walked the remaining paces to the man. As she walked forward, closing the gap, Luke approached Porter from behind. His adrenaline coursed through his veins; there was no room for error, his timing had to be perfect, and his eyes were glued to Mandy.


Stunned at the scene unfolding in front of him, Porter’s eyes bulged in disbelief. Mandy winked at Porter and smiled seductively. Porter, who was completely confused by the unfolding scenario, stood, dumbstruck, mouth agape.


The wink was Luke’s cue. He was now immediately behind the man; he snatched the phone out of his hand in one fluid movement. Mandy snatched the Post-it Note a split second later, then rammed the barrel of the weapon in Porter’s mouth. The sound of his teeth clattered around the barrel. Mandy slipped her hand with the Post-it Note around the back of his neck, and carefully pulled him down to his knees. She nodded at Luke.


Luke put the phone to his ear and spoke in a deep voice. “Eight, nine, seven, six, Bravo, today at Zulu twenty-three zero seven and forty-nine seconds. Activate Juliet Lima Seven for forty-seven point seven seconds exact. I repeat, activate Juliet Lima Seven for forty-seven point seven seconds exact. Repeat this instruction again five hours, two seven zero minutes exactly after termination of first activation.”


A scrambled voice responded. “Copied that.”


“Good,” Luke said abruptly and hung up.


Luke dropped the rake and whipped out a Ziplock bag he had in his top pocket. He slipped the phone into the bag and then held it open for Mandy, who quickly put the Post-it Note in. Luke sealed it, then secured the contents in a trouser pocket.


Mandy hauled Porter to his knees. “Come with me quietly, or I will blow your head off.”


She then pulled the weapon out of Porter’s mouth and immediately and forcefully, rammed a rag between his teeth. Before Porter could comprehend what was happening, he was frogmarched to the rear of the property and manhandled over the low boundary wall.


Luke followed after gathering their gardening equipment, casting furtive looks over his shoulder to see if anyone had observed the scuffle. When they reached their temporary campsite, Mandy bound Porter’s hands and feet with zip ties they had purchased at Bunnings. Luke was fascinated at how proficient Mandy was - it was as if he was watching a machine, and it was all over so rapidly. 


Mandy finally sat on the blanket facing her captive. “Pleased to meet you, Mr Program Director,” Mandy smiled sweetly.


Porter mumbled through the gag. Mandy leaned forward and pulled the rag out of his mouth.


He spat indignantly. “You have no idea what you have done. You are in deep trouble now.”


“I don’t care,” Mandy said nonchalantly.


“You have just screwed up decades of contingencies and planning. You’re fucked.”


“In one hour, the propulsion jets will fire for 47 seconds and toss 8976B into an irretrievable trajectory. Only then will I have stuffed up all your plans,” Mandy gave a cunning smile.


“Huh, there’s not enough fuel to burn for 47 seconds. Maybe three seconds at best.”


Luke interjected. “A three-second burn at this stage? So 8976B will still hit Earth?”


“Maybe Australia now, you dick,” Porter spat at the ground again.


Mandy smiled menacingly at Porter. “Just as well we ordered a second burn for another 47 seconds. Then we will be absolutely sure the tanks are empty.”


“St Petersburg, huh? In winter too?” Luke shook his head. “How cruel can you get?”


“Cruel?” Porter exclaimed. “You have no idea what cruelty is until Russia invades Finland and Norway. Suddenly NATO will be like a chicken without a head. Germany will be next, then England. Then watch out USA and Australia. Cruelty? Have you seen what the Russians are doing in Ukraine? You have no idea.”


‘So,” Mandy spoke calmly, “you believe the solution is to drop a non-nuclear bomb on Russia - create a ‘natural disaster’ bomb, and then let the world divide the country up?”


“A perfect plan,” Porter stared hard at Mandy. “And now you’ve fucked it up. Instead, the asteroid will probably hit Australia or the UK or the USA. A right mess you have caused.”


“I’ve heard enough,” Mandy stood and retrieved her Samsung from her breast pocket. She held the phone out so Porter could see the screen. A red ‘record’ button blinked. “Luke, I’ll keep Mr Porter here for the next hour, if you would kindly do the necessary?”


“Sure,” Luke said. He took the phone from Mandy, ended the recording and silently disappeared through the foliage.


“Where… Where’s he going?” Porter asked, suddenly looking nervous.


“None of your business.” Mandy got up, checked Porter’s shackles again, then sat and made herself comfortable. She pointed her weapon at her captive’s chest. “Relax. In about 45 minutes, the 47-second burn will happen. My friend over there has calculated there are actually about 45 seconds of fuel left. Even if there is a bit more, the second burn will deplete the satellite, and really, that asteroid will be heading for Pluto by then. It will never be recovered.”


“You bitch!” Porter spat.


“By the time Luke gets back, things will become really exciting, especially for you, so take it easy for the next hour. Meanwhile, enjoy the taste of this rag,” she said as she forced the gag back into his mouth.







Luke walked into the McDonald’s and ordered a McFlurry ice cream with M&Ms. Logging in, he emailed the audio recording to their own Proton Mail account as a backup, and then sent a copy to Ashley. Safely done, he emailed Ashley and asked her to call him on a newly opened Signal account.


He quickly ate three spoonful’s of his McFlurry, then pressed heavily on his left eye as brain freeze took hold. Suddenly the Samsung sprang to life.


“Ashley?” he asked.


“Are you okay? Where’s Mandy? Is she alright?”


“We’re fine. If you listen to the audio I sent you, you will see we have got the sender of the transmissions.”


“Where are you?”


“I’m in the McDonald’s at North Ryde, in Sydney. Mandy is not with me, she’s got one of the key people responsible for starting this whole mess, bound and gagged in a secret location.


“Now, this comes from Mandy: contact your people, whoever you need to. Also, contact Australia’s ASIO. Tell them to meet me here at McDonald’s. I am unarmed, and I will take them to Mandy and the guy they’re after. Mandy is armed, they need to know that, but she is only armed while she watches over this bloke. Once we get to Mandy, we will hand ourselves in, and Mandy will disarm. It is important they know this.”


“Don’t worry. I’ll make sure of that.” Ashley said. “Who is the suspect?”


“Program Director David Porter. He works for CSIRO. We don’t know who or what team is operating the satellite in the USA. That will be up to your guys to find out. We have Porter’s phone, which will help. But as of ten minutes ago, the asteroid has been neutralised. It is on its way into deep space and will be impossible to recover.”


“Well done. Good work.” 


“Now, this is important, Ash,” Luke continued. “Please tell George to come to Sydney urgently. Mandy will need him here.”


“Will do. George believes you guys are dead.”


“So did I at one stage,” Luke’s tone was serious. “We are assuming he has no idea of what is going down?”


“Correct, he has no idea. Nobody does except your colleagues next door and me. It is exactly as you left things.”


“Perfect. Please keep it that way. Mandy needs to explain things to him herself. She won’t talk to anyone but George.”


“That’s what I expected,” Ashley replied.


Also, please would you go next door and tell Sharon and Matt we are alright. Maybe don’t tell them where we are.”


“Okay. Leave it with me. Hey Luke, how is Mandy, really.”


“She’s fine, Ash. It was tough, I can’t deny that.”


“Those operatives disappeared off the radar. I thought they had eliminated you two. I got really concerned when you guys also went off the radar. I was worried.”


“Umm….” Luke hesitated. “We…. Mandy dealt with the situation.”


The line went silent as Ashley tried to process Luke’s vague comment.


“Way to go, girl,” Ashley suddenly realised what Luke had implied. “She’s smart, I’ll give her that. I couldn’t even track your drive out of the desert. You went cold.”


“Umm….” Luke paused, then smiled inwardly. “We didn’t drive.”


Another silence as Ashley processed what was said.


“You couldn’t…. You didn’t walk out, did you?”


“Yep, we did, fair dinkum,” Luke confirmed.


“Mandy’s in no condition to do that, Luke.”


“If you mean because she is pregnant, then believe it or not, she is in excellent condition to do it. And she did.”


“Unbelievable,” Ashley marvelled.


“There were times I struggled to keep up with her. But hey, I can assure you I’ll never do that again.”


“Alright, I’ll tell George to get to Sydney right away.”


Luke hung up and smiled to himself. He had to admit, Mandy and Ashley were on another level altogether.










CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
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Three people got out of a nondescript white Holden Commodore: two men wearing long-sleeved shirts and ties and a woman wearing a long-sleeved blouse and black tailored pants. They all wore business jackets. They casually stopped at the boot and retrieved a brown leather briefcase that looked like it contained documents.


Through the window, Luke smiled briefly; they looked like plain-clothed cops to him. When they entered the glass doors of McDonald’s, they didn’t even look his way, instead, going to the counter, they ordered iced coffees all around. 


Luke looked out the window again. He was wrong; they couldn’t be cops, he thought. The next moment, the three of them all slid into his booth with their coffees, startling him.


“Lucas Kahn?” the lead ASIO man asked casually.


“Yes,” Luke confirmed.


“I’m Detective Inspector Ian Collins, and this is Detective Inspector Sue Mullen,” he said, pointing to the lady. “We are from ASIO. This is Agent Reagan. He is a representative from the FBI in the USA. We’ve been looking for you.”


“I’m sure you have. Some nasty men have also been looking for us. I’m glad you have found me first.”


“Well, it’s easier when you ask us to,” Collins smiled.


Luke put the two mobile phones on the table. “You’ll want these. This one is ours; it has a recording on it that will implicate one of the blokes you are looking for. It will also explain what has happened. These, in this packet, belong to the dipstick Mandy has bundled up. You will find my fingerprints and this bloke’s prints on the mobile phone, and the yellow note will have his fingerprints and Mandy’s fingerprints on it. It is the phone that this bloke was using to talk to his counterpart, I believe, in the USA.”


“What exactly is going on here?” Detective Inspector Collins asked.


“Forgive me,” Agent Reagan interrupted. “This is a very sensitive international issue, and I insist he only discusses this matter in a secure location at my embassy. We are dealing with classified US information.” He had a broad American accent.


“I disagree,” D/I Mullen cut in. “You asked us, through Interpol, to find an Australian citizen, which we have done. He is on Australian territory, and, therefore, under our laws and our protection. There are no charges laid against this man.”


Luke spoke quickly. “I quite agree,” he said, smiling broadly at the American agent.


“Perhaps I might explain myself a little better,” Agent Reagan spoke calmly. “As you know, our Agent Richardson is on the FBI most wanted list. It is alleged she has been passing United States secret information onto Mr Kahn, and then recruited him to escape when she realised she had been compromised.”


“Not true, mate,” Luke defended himself.


Agent Reagan continued without looking at Luke. “I must therefore insist, in my country’s national interest, Mr Kahn and Agent Richardson be apprehended and handed to our Embassy in Canberra for questioning as a matter of extreme urgency.”


“Hang on,” Luke glared at Reagan. “That’s what you think happened. That’s what you’ve been told. With respect, Agent Reagan, you don’t know the half of it. None of you do.”


“Really?” Reagan addressed Luke condescendingly.


“Yeah, mate. Tell me, why are we handing you someone we have bundled up? What do you think these things are?” Luke waved his hand at the phones and the note in the Ziplock bags.


Everyone around the table looked at the contents and said nothing.


Luke continued. “I told you we have someone in custody. Do you guys have any idea who it might be? Or why?”


The three officers cast uncomfortable looks at one another.


Luke kept up the pace. “I thought not. You guys haven’t a clue what you are dealing with here. Forget the national secret crap, there is something much more sinister going on.”


Agent Reagan chose his words carefully. “Alright, Mr Kahn, please tell us what is going on.”


Luke smiled. “Thank you. I’m sorry, but that is top-secret, so I can’t tell you.” Luke took a moment to chuckle at the irony of it all, then composed himself. “My apologies, ironic, isn’t it? Unfortunately, just for the moment, I’m going to have to call the shots. 


“Firstly, we won’t be talking to anyone except George Sampras with the CIA. I believe he is on the way. We will only talk to him, and in the presence of an ASIO officer with an equal or higher rank to Mr Sampras. You all can sit in on this meeting if you wish, but those officers must be in attendance before we speak.


“Secondly, we will be detained in Australian custody, for the very reasons D/I Mullen suggested. Last but not least, both Mandy and I will each require a lawyer at this meeting. If you agree to this, then I will take you to Agent Richardson. We will both hand ourselves over to you willingly.”


Agent Reagan pushed back in his seat and cocked his head at Luke. “And why should we accept those terms, Mr Kahn? Why should we even listen to you?”


“Because,” Luke leant forward on his elbows, “you, the FBI, asked these guys, ASIO, to arrest Mandy and me, and here we are. From my angle,” Luke added, “it wouldn’t surprise me if you were given orders to shoot us on sight.”


“Hold on,” Collins interrupted. He was alarmed at this statement. “Why do you say this?”


“They’ve already tried, and we can prove that.”


Another uncomfortable pause passed around the officers. Luke sat back. He suppressed a smirk because he knew he had them over a barrel, but he didn’t want to come across as arrogant.


“Very well,” D/I Collins broke the silence. “Perhaps, Mr Kahn, you do not say anything for now. You can request a lawyer when we return to Head Office. I would now ask if you take us to Agent Richardson, and I will ensure your requests are met.”


“I’ll take custody of these phones,” Agent Reagan reached for the Ziplock bags. “They will be needed for forensic analysis.”


“Actually,” Luke put his hands on the bags and slid them over to D/I Collins. “I’m handing them over to the Australian Federal Police. I took them off an Australian citizen in Australia. Makes sense, huh?”


D/I Collins looked at Reagan. “Yep, makes sense.”


“Alright,” Reagan reluctantly nodded his approval.


“Thank you,” Collins smiled and took the phones, passing them to D/I Mullen.


“One more thing,” Luke put his hands on the table. “I’m not armed. You can search me if you want. I will not be absconding, and in fact, I can’t wait to be in your protective custody. If you want to cuff me, I won’t object. However…” Luke paused to hold their attention, “Mandy is armed. She is holding a man at gunpoint. You must be aware of that. The man is bound and gagged, so he will not be a threat to you. I would suggest you keep him cuffed.


“Mandy will not be a threat either.” Luke continued. “When we approach her, she will hand her weapon over to you. She will not run, and like me, she will voluntarily allow you to cuff her if you feel it is necessary.”


“Who is the suspect?” Reagan asked


“You’ll find out when we get there.”


“Shall we go?” Collins suggested.


“Follow me,” Luke stood. “It’s only a short walk.”







Pembury Park seemed popular with dogs and dog walkers in the morning. As Luke led the three officers down a paved path, he watched a collie chase after a frisbee.


“Not far,” Luke assured the officers. “We turn off the path here, another fifty metres or so in the bush. Remember, Agent Richardson is armed, but she won’t be a threat to you.”


Without waiting for an answer, Luke turned into the bushland. The officers followed in single file. As they approached the clearing, Mandy stood and turned to face them. She raised her hands slowly, the Glock held lightly in her right hand, palms exposed, and fingers splayed.


Porter sat, bound and gagged, and looking angry.


Collins and Mullen stepped either side of Luke and halted. Collins stood with his hand behind his back. It was obvious to both Mandy and Luke he was armed.


“Agent Richardson?” Collins asked calmly.


Mandy nodded. “I want to hand you my weapon. May I do so?”


“Yes,” Collins said and pointed to the ground in front of Mandy. “Please put it down there.”


Mandy did as she was asked, and D/I Sue Mullen retrieved it. She quickly patted Mandy down, then nodded to Collins. He nodded back gravely; Mandy recognised that as an instruction to his colleague.


“I’m afraid I need to cuff you,” she said. “I’m not exactly sure what is going on here, but there could be grounds for deprivation of liberty.”


Mandy didn’t reply, but immediately turned her back on the officer and crossed her wrist behind her. Mullen applied the cuffs carefully and respectfully. When she turned around, she saw that Collins had done the same to Luke.


Mandy then nodded at Porter without looking at him. “Your prisoner, Officer.”


Mullen pulled Porter to his feet and removed the gag.


“These people kidnapped me,” Porter yelled as soon as he could. “Arrest them!”


“I see no grounds for arrest, at the moment,” Collins said authoritatively. “However, I will be detaining you all for questioning. I want to know exactly what is going on here.”







At 9:00 am the following morning, Mandy’s cell door clattered open. A woman police officer stood smiling. Mandy liked the Australian police issue uniforms for women. It gave them a more relaxed air about them, yet it still made an authoritative statement.


“Good Morning Ms Richardson. You slept well?” the officer smiled.


“I did, thank you,” Mandy said as she stood. “I ate well too. The food here is good.”


The policewoman laughed. “From what I hear, you have lived on lizards and roos for the last few weeks. I’m not surprised.”


“It wasn’t that bad,” Mandy managed a cheesy smile.


“Come with me, please. You have some visitors.”


“I was expecting that,” Mandy said as she turned her back and crossed her wrists.


“Sorry to do this to you,” the lady said while handcuffing her. “How’d it go at the hospital yesterday?”


“Yeah, good, thanks. Had a thorough check-up, got a clean bill of health, but the Doc said I am far too thin and undernourished. I need to pack some weight on. It seems I’ll be around for a while yet, though.”


The officer laughed as she walked Mandy down the echoing corridor. “When are you due?”


“February sometime, they told me. And you?”


“End of March,” the officer replied, and stopped by a large metal door painted light green. “This is your interview room. I will collect you when they finish with you.”


“My partner, is he in this facility?” Mandy asked courteously.


“I’m afraid I can’t discuss that.”


“Fair enough. Thank you, I’ll see you later.







When Mandy entered the interview room, there were four other people in plain clothes. D/I Collins, D/I Mullen, and Agent Reagan. To her relief, the fourth person there was George. He looked stunned.


“Good Lord!” George hissed.


“Hello, George,” Mandy smiled coyly.


“Amanda. I thought you had died. Look at you; it looks like you almost did. And your hair? Please, people, uncuff her, for heaven’s sake!”


“A skinny brunette,” Mandy said as D/I Mullen attended to the handcuffs. “I never thought I’d like being a brunette, but it’s growing on me.”


“I would have passed you in the street. You’re unrecognisable. Good Lord. Please sit; you know everyone here?”


“Yes, we have met,” Mandy acknowledged everyone in the room as she took a seat.


“Agent Richardson,” D/I Collins began, “would you like to tell us what’s going on, please?”


“Sure,” Mandy made herself comfortable. “I’ll tell you all you need to know, but there are some things that are confidential and only for George’s ears.”


“Before we start,” D/I Mullen interrupted. “Would you like a lawyer attending?”


“No thanks,” Mandy smiled her appreciation. “What I have to say is for this room only.”


“Righty-O,” Collins said, “Shall we start?”


Mandy took a breath. “Obviously, you now know what my job is, and why I am in Australia.”


Collins nodded.


“Good,” Mandy said. “We were monitoring a strange communication that didn’t make any sense.”


“Amanda,” George interrupted.


“It’s alright, George,” Mandy reassured him. “It was very confusing, and nobody could understand it. The communications appeared to involve certain classified equipment, but everything seemed normal to everyone who investigated this.”


“Amanda,” George interrupted again.


Mandy held her hand up to silence him and nodded carefully. “I won’t divulge anything confidential.”


George nodded his acceptance.


“I eventually figured out what the signals meant, and when certain people realised I knew, they tried to silence me.”


“You worked it out?” Agent Reagan was surprised. “What was it?”


“That’s classified, and I will only divulge that to George after this interview.”


George smiled inwardly. He knew he could count on Mandy and almost regretted interrupting her to warn her earlier.


“Please, go on,” Collins encouraged Mandy.


“I became involved in a romantic relationship with a man in the adjoining facility.”


“Lucas Kahn,” D/I Mullen said, more of a statement than a question.


“Yes, Luke. He was telling me about a mathematical problem a friend of his had in Chile. When he explained this problem to me, the issue I was dealing with began to make sense. Unfortunately, there were some bad actors who discovered the connection between this Chilean man, Luke and, therefore me. I believe this Chilean was assassinated; he died in mysterious circumstances.”


“Assassinated?” Collins asked. “In Australia?”


“No, Chile. Killed. Murdered. When they connected him to Luke, who was romantically connected to me, they sent an assassin to neutralise both Luke and me.”


George sighed deeply. “McAllister?”


“Yes.”


“And?” George pressed.


“I killed him.”


Collins and Mullen look at each other in surprise.


Mullen coughed. “Where’s his body?”


“We buried his body. In the outback somewhere. I can take you there.”


“Are you sure you don’t want a lawyer?” Mullen asked.


“It won’t be necessary; thank you D/I Mullen,” Mandy said. “When I killed him, he was about to execute Luke. He fired a shot at me,” Mandy unconsciously rubbed her ear. “I shot him in self-defence. In trying to stall for time, I made a careless mistake and alerted his handlers that something went wrong with McAllister’s mission, so they immediately sent a team of US Special Forces to eliminate us.”


George shook his head. “Johnson and Rhodes. What happened to them?”


“They were about to execute us; they had Luke and me on our knees. Thankfully I killed them before they did.”


D/I Collins put his hands in the air. “Hold on, hold on. What’s going on here? US Special Forces, in Australia?”


George spoke calmly. “D/I Collins, I think we should let Agent Richardson finish.”


The ASIO officer frowned at George. “Alright. Please, Agent Richardson, continue.”


“Hold on,” George interrupted, “does Mr Kahn know what all this is about?”


“Some of it, obviously, but the confidential matters, no.”


“Alright, go on,”


“I knew there were more agents coming for us, so I had to escape the facility. I hid in a vehicle belonging to the manager of the Australian facility and made my escape to Alice Springs, unbeknownst to her. There I found Luke.”


Mandy lied again because she wanted to protect Sharon and Matt. She also twisted some truths to protect Luke. Mandy continued when all eyes were on her again.


“Luke and I drove part way back to the facility to hold up till the dust settled. I was going to inform you of the events, George, but the Special Forces men found where we were camping. That is where I killed them. Again, I can take you to their bodies.


“Believing more forces were on the way, we made our way to Alice Springs. The situation was desperate.”


“I’m surprised you’re alive,” Collins said.


Mandy nodded, then continued. “We then caught a Greyhound to Adelaide. Using my training, I learnt that the signals we were monitoring were coming from Sydney, and using Luke’s knowledge, together with what I knew, Luke deduced that the signals might be emanating from the ANTF offices in Marsden. That is how we ended up in this room today.”


“And how do you connect Mr Porter to this?” Agent Reagan asked.


“I can lipread, Sir. I observed him on a burner phone while he was standing in the ANTF grounds. It was identical to other messages our facility was tasked to monitor. It also corroborated with a signal we monitored elsewhere by date, time and duration.”


There was an awkward quietness in the room. Finally, Agent Reagan broke the silence.


“So, what was Mr Porter transmitting? Australian national secrets?”


“No, Sir,” Mandy answered. “As I said, I will only divulge that to Agent Sampras.”


Just then, D/I Mullen’s phone pinged. She looked at it briefly, then gave a soft groan. All eyes turned to her. She turned her screen to Collins, who read the brief text. His eyebrows arched in surprise.


“Problem?” Reagan asked.


“Yes,” Collins replied. “It would seem Mr Porter died suddenly in police custody.”


“Shit,” Reagan exclaimed.


“What happened?” George inquired.


“Seems he took his own life.”


Mandy cocked an eyebrow at George. He understood that Mandy didn’t believe it was suicide.


“D/I Collins,” George turned to the officer. “If you wouldn’t mind, I would like to speak with Agent Richardson in private.”


“Certainly, but this is far from over. Can we reconvene at 2:00 pm?”


“No problem,” George agreed. “Have you got a secure room I can use?”


Collins glanced at the mirror on the wall beside them. “Sure, across the hall. Follow me.”







George closed the door to the small room and immediately checked it for listening devices. It looked clear. He took a seat at the small table, and Mandy sat opposite him.


George leant forward and lowered his voice. “What’s going on, Amanda?”


“It’s a lot more sinister than you imagined, George.”


“Try me.”


“They were moving something in the sky, but it wasn’t a satellite.”


“Oh yeah? What was it?”


“A frigging asteroid.”


“What?” George hissed.


“Yeah, someone landed a satellite with a propulsion jet on a damned asteroid. It’s a tiny asteroid, but they were moving it to intercept Earth. Unfortunately, it’s big enough to cause some major damage down here if it were to hit us.”


“You’re kidding, right?” George looked bemused.


“No, not at all.”


“And you can prove this?”


“Yes, totally.”


“How?” George pushed back in his chair.


“There are scientists out there who are monitoring the orbit and path of this asteroid as we speak. Well, to be accurate, it’s the smaller moon of a bigger asteroid. By next week the astronomy world will be talking about the erratic path of an asteroid called 8976B. Well, I sincerely hope they will.


“Ask ASIO to raid Porter’s computer and files. You will find some interesting calculations there. Cross-reference them with the signals we have been monitoring - they will correlate perfectly. Then, I’ll take you and ASIO into the outback and show you three American bodies.”


“Shit, Amanda,” George shook his head slowly. “How did you figure this out?”


“Luke Kahn figured it out, not me.”


“You discussed our secrets with a foreign national? You know the rules. There will be serious consequences for you regarding this.”


“I know, and I accept that.”


“Serious, like jail time,” George reminded her.


“I know,” Mandy nodded sharply. “I couldn’t have discovered this without collaborating with him.”


George sighed. “Why would anyone want to move an asteroid closer to Earth?”


“I’ve been waiting for you to ask me that, George.”


George looked at Mandy expectantly for a moment. “So, why?”


“Whoever is doing this wanted to drop the asteroid just offshore from St Petersburg. If successful, it would have caused a tsunami over the city and would affect people as far as Helsinki. The airborne debris would stretch as far as China, maybe. Weather patterns in the northern hemisphere would be seriously altered. Maybe even the southern hemisphere.”


“How do you know this?”


“McAllister told Luke moments before I killed him.”


In absolute fascination, George listened to Mandy’s account of what happened, and what McAllister had told Luke. She told of the connection between Luke and Sebastian, and how she believed Sebastian had been murdered and his death covered up. What really caught George’s interest was what the perpetrators intended to do, and the political endgame they sought by manipulating the paths of an asteroid.


Mandy explained how Luke had figured out that perhaps NEAR Shoemaker wasn’t the failure they purported it to be, and the proof of its successful landing on 8976B was simply in tracking its change of course. Although it seemed coincidental that the signals began when Russia attacked Ukraine, it was this very attack that triggered the sinister operation with 8976B.


“It all makes sense, George; we know our government was investigating space defences when Reagan was President. Even President Bush advanced the program. Clinton ended the project, and Trump initiated it again. Maybe 8976B was a part of the Smart Rocks program.”


“A curious name,” George commented dryly.


“I never thought of that,” Mandy mused. “Smart Rocks,” she repeated. “You think there are more of those rocket-propelled asteroids up there?”


“I doubt it. Heaven forbid,” George said.


“Now that we know what it is all about, you can find that proof; we know where to look.”


George stood and paced around the room while he gathered his thoughts. “Who do you think is behind this?”


“Personally, I think there are some rogue generals at the Pentagon who have coerced a private satellite company to do their bidding.”


“NASA? You think they are involved?”


“No, I don’t think they are aware of this. Luke thinks they were fed fake photos of another asteroid by this company.”


“Can it be done?”


“Why not? It could be a simple hack. It certainly would have been a lot easier in the late 1990s.”


“It would be almost impossible to keep a mission of this scale top-secret,” George surmised.


“That’s exactly why I don’t think NASA knew about it. Too many people would be exposed to something this big, and there would be leaks. I think NASA was just fed something that they believed was correct.”


“It’s hard to believe, really,” George sighed.


“Yes, I agree,” Mandy shrugged. “But, I can prove that this is happening. How the logistics and the machinations are structured, I can’t say, but there was an asteroid on track to hit us.”


“And you can prove this.” It was a statement, not a question.


“As I said, there are a lot of third-party astronomers who will verify the path of this asteroid; it’s moving now.”


“And you are sure you bumped it off course?”


“Not yet. No,” Mandy shook her head. “In about a week, we should get confirmation.”


“And those two goons who came after you?”


“They were no trouble at all. They made the big mistake of being too complacent, and too confident. They well and truly disabled our escape vehicle, though, the stupid dicks.”


“So,” George scratched his head. “How did you get to Alice Springs?”


“We walked, George. We had no option.”


George looked at Mandy, dumbstruck. “You walked? Are you mad?”


“Like I said, we had no option.”


“It’s 500 miles of desert. Nobody could survive that.”


“Luke could. He saved my life. I didn’t think we would make it, but Luke came through. I would have died, no question about that, but, hey presto, here we are,” Mandy smiled.


“You’re crazy, Amanda. Crazy,” George took his seat again. “It worries me that there’s an element in the FBI that is involved in this too.”


“Why do you think that?” Mandy asked.


“Because all the time the FBI was investigating the signals, they were stonewalled at every turn. Who was stonewalling them? Did they have a mole? Everyone was taken off the case. Eventually, they had to shelve the investigation. It was only my contact in the FBI, Agent Leah Peterson, who wouldn’t let it go, and asked me as a personal favour to keep following it up.”


Mandy paused. “Well, I’m certain there’s a military aspect to this. Just look at McAllister and his follow-up guys. Then the involvement with ASIO? Who got them involved? Who wanted us arrested? Who levelled the accusation of the leaking of national security information against me?”


“As I said, someone in the FBI? A rogue element in the Pentagon? Some high-ranking politicians might be involved. I seriously doubt it was CIA; I’m sure I would have been alerted.”


“You never know, George,” Mandy said accusingly. “I think we need to consider who would get the best advantage in a plot like this? Who wins in the end?”


George mulled this statement over for a moment. “You know, there’s a bigger issue here, don’t you?”


“Yes, diplomatic and political.”


“Correct,” George rubbed his temples. “If anyone found out elements of the USA were planning to drop a rock on Russia, and then perhaps take it over, it would cause another world war, and it won’t end well.”


Mandy stared at George. She knew he now understood the magnitude of what she had told him. She thought he suddenly looked a little older.


“I’m not going to tell any of this to Agent Reagan,” George almost whispered. “I’m going to pass this way up the ladder.”


Mandy smiled contentedly. This was the outcome she wanted.


“George,” Mandy leaned back in her chair. “There’s something else you need to know.”


George’s shoulders slumped. “I don’t think I can handle much more. Go on.”


“I’m pregnant.”


George just smiled. “I can see that. You’re skin and bones too, so it’s a bit damned obvious.”


“Well, thank you. I’m glad we cleared that up.”


“Listen,” George sat upright and waved a finger at Mandy. “This is very important. Your boyfriend: he did not figure this asteroid thing out. You did. Is that clear? You, and you alone.”


“You’d do that for me?” Mandy asked.


“Yes, do not involve him. He does not know. If anyone finds out you and he were collaborating on our secret matters, you will go to jail. You won’t even collect your two hundred bucks on the way there. It is straight to jail, and I won’t be able to help you.”


“He was involved in the killings. He was at the ANTF offices, and he helped me detain Porter. Someone will question what he knows.”


“Yes, he got tangled up in the attempted assassinations on your life. He saved your life. He walked you out of the desert. But, he had no idea about asteroids and any of this shit. You, and you alone, worked it out. I don’t care how, but you did. Is that perfectly clear?”


“Clear,” Mandy frowned. “Thank you, George.”










CHAPTER THIRTY
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Luke stood at the window and looked out over the city. They were on the 7th floor of a nondescript hotel, but the decor and facilities were five-star quality. In the near distance, he could see a small section of the curved dome of The Capitol Building, the distinct landmark of Washington DC. Feeling slightly uncomfortable, he straightened his bow tie and cleared his throat. Mandy entered the suite, dressed in an exquisite evening dress. Her short dark hair was cut in a pixie hairstyle. When Luke turned to look at her, she took his breath away.


“Mandy,” Luke exclaimed, “you look absolutely stunning.”


He curiously thought back to the first time they met. She had long blonde hair tied in a ponytail, and was wearing khaki shorts and a soft white cotton shirt, Reebok runners and no makeup. She looked so casual. Now, here she stood in a black dress with high heel stilettos and immaculate makeup. Mandy was a totally different person.


“Thanks. You scrub up pretty good, too,” Mandy chuckled.


“Looks like we’ll make a good Aussie out of you after all,” Luke laughed.


“I’m a bit nervous,” Mandy confessed and gently caressed her expanding stomach.


“You’re nervous?” Luke said in surprise. “You take on a group of trained assassins without flinching, and now some old bloke wants to meet you, and you turn to jelly.”


“He’s not some old bloke,” Mandy admonished Luke. “He is the President of the United States. The most powerful man in the world. He’s my boss, the man I serve.”


Luke laughed. “I know. I’m just joking.”


Mandy took Luke’s hand and led him to the couch where they sat. She had a serious look in her eye.


“There is something you and I need to discuss,” she began.


Luke was expecting this conversation and was secretly relieved that they could discuss it now. “Go on,” he said.


“After my meeting at HQ yesterday, they offered me a transfer. It was a generous offer, with a promotion thrown in.”


“Okay,” Luke replied nervously.


“Here, in DC. You were discussed too - well, us, and our relationship.”


“And?”


“They would arrange citizenship for you. It would all work pretty well. This is something we need to consider, and they have given me a week to respond.”


Luke shrugged. “I don’t mind where you want to live and work so long as I can be with you.”


Mandy smiled. 


There was a knock at the door. Luke jumped up and opened it to reveal Agent Reagan. He wore a formal black suit. Luke could see it was expensive by the way the lines were crisp, and how it shimmered slightly with an iridescent blue sheen when he moved.


“Agent Richardson,” He doffed his greeting with a smile. “Mr Kahn.”


“Come in, Agent Reagan,” Luke stood aside to let him in.


“Thank you. We will leave in about five minutes. However, I need to brief you on some of the proceedings before we go.”


They all took a seat and waited for Agent Reagan to continue.


“We will be ushered into the Oval Office at 8:25 pm. We have a total of five minutes to meet with The President. He is to be addressed as Mr President. We will not be offered a seat, but we will stand at ease for the duration of the meeting. The President will address you both with his thanks and appreciation and maybe indulge in some small talk. He will then present you with a medal, Agent Richardson. Please stand to attention and allow him to pin the medal on your left breast. As you are in civilian dress, saluting is not required.


“As for you, Mr Kahn, you are not a serving member of the United States in any form, nor are you a citizen of this country. In this case, it is not customary for the President to pin a medal on your chest. However, he will shake your hand. Concealed in his palm will be your medal, and he will transfer it to you during the handshake. Accept it in the way it was given, and place it in your pocket. You can view it later once you have left the White House.”


“Will there be photographers there?” Luke asked curiously.


“No. Only the three of us and the President. The meeting will be in secret; no publicity, and that’s how it must remain forever - you have been briefed on all that, you recall.”


“Oh, I quite understand; I just find it curious that we observe all this confidential handshake stuff and medal handover with such secrecy if there is nobody there to see it anyhow.”


Mandy smiled at Luke. “It’s the custom, hundreds of years of tradition.”


“Yes,” Agent Reagan concurred. “It’s protocol. It has deep-seated meanings.”


Luke nodded his acceptance.


Agent Reagan continued. “The Secretary of State will be hosting a gala dinner later this evening for members of the FBI. We have been invited to attend as she would like to meet you and thank you too. No mention of any of this affair is to be discussed with anyone. Your Oath of Secrecy has already begun. Are we all very clear on this?”


“Yes, Sir,” Mandy and Luke said in unison.


“Alright, let’s go,” Reagan smiled and ushered the couple out the door.


As they exited the hotel, Mandy’s cell phone pinged. It was a message from Ashley in Australia.


‘Your plant is thriving in my room.!. Thought you would like to see a pic of it.!.’


This was followed immediately by a photo of a scrawny flower in a terracotta planter on a windowsill. 


Mandy laughed. “Ashley is looking after my plant while I am away. She felt I was missing it. Funny girl.”


She showed Luke and Reagan the photo, then put her phone in her petite purse. Agent Reagan opened the rear door to a waiting stretch limousine and let Mandy in. Luke let himself in on the other side.


“I will lead in my own vehicle,” Reagan explained. When you get there, stay seated and wait for me to open your door. There will be someone to open your door, Mr Kahn.”


“Thank you,” Mandy smiled, and settled herself in the comfortable leather as he closed her door.


As the limo slid graciously away, Mandy swivelled in her seat and looked at Luke. She signalled something that caught his attention, so he turned to face her.


“Something is wrong,” Mandy signed carefully so the driver could not see her in the rear-view mirror.


Luke studied her face carefully, but she showed no sign of worry.


“Pardon?” Luke signed back with a shrug.


“Warning from Ashley,” Mandy signed. “Grave danger.”


“What?” Luke mouthed; he didn’t need to sign that, his face said it all.


“Ashley and I have our own codes,” Mandy continued to sign. “A message with only two sentences, with an exclamation mark between two periods, after each sentence, means run and hide.” 


Luke stared at her, wide-eyed. He spoke aloud. “Let me see your plant again.”


Mandy retrieved her phone from her purse and opened the message. Luke read the text again.


‘Your plant is thriving in my room.!. Thought you would like to see a pic of it.!.’


“It is thriving,” Luke agreed with a fake smile and handed the phone back to Mandy.


“Stay close,” Mandy signed.


Luke sat back and shook his head in disbelief. Looking back at Mandy, she seemed so relaxed and calm; she was even smiling contentedly. She checked the screen of her phone again. Tapping a few keys, she sent off a message and then returned it to her purse. She gave Luke a reassuring smile, then looked out the window as she enjoyed the lights of Washington, DC, slide past.


The medal ceremony went according to tradition. Mandy received her medal gracefully, and her small talk with her President was extremely professional. There was polite laughter and words of appreciation. Luke was introduced to the President, and they shook hands cordially. As had been explained, he received something in his palm, which he secreted into his pocket without looking at it and without fuss.


The gala dinner was formal, and although dressed in a tuxedo, Luke felt slightly underdressed. Mandy, on the other hand, looked exquisite in his eyes, and Luke got that recurring feeling that he was not worthy of such a lovely lady.


At one stage at the gathering, Luke was approached by a very formally dressed attendant. There was an earpiece concealed in her right ear. She offered to take Luke’s almost empty Champagne glass and replace it with a full one. He waved politely and smiled to decline the kind offer, but the waitress was determined to take his glass. Just as he was about to decline a second time, the waitress leaned into him.


“Take this,” she whispered, slipping him a black envelope. “Put it in your pocket,” she instructed forcefully.


Luke did what he was told, then looked across the room for Mandy. She was involved in a serious conversation with a Senator, but her attention was on him. 


“It’s okay,” Mandy signed while holding the Senator’s attention with a radiant smile.


Luke felt his armpits heating up. He was not accustomed to what was happening. He was suddenly uncomfortable and just wanted to leave.


Finally, an hour later, Mandy sidled up to Luke and, with a beautiful smile, led him through a door on the north side of the room. The moment they entered the corridor, a woman in an elegant ball gown appeared and wordlessly guided the couple down a secondary corridor.


Mandy glanced at Luke, and her countenance was serious; there was a determination on her face; Luke started to panic.


“Stay with me,” Mandy whispered. “She is one of us.”


Before Luke could work out what was going on, they were sitting in the back of a catering delivery truck being driven away. Two agents were in front, one at the wheel. Both had earpieces and appeared fully in control.


“What’s happening?” Luke asked Mandy nervously.


“Apparently, three members of the asteroid group have gone to ground. They have been codenamed Romeo One, Romeo Two and Romeo Three. Although we scuttled their endeavours, you and I remain key witnesses. They want to eliminate us. According to Ashley, they know who one of the three is, so they will use him as bait to find the other two.”


“So, what….?” Luke gestured at the two agents up at the front.


“Until they are all found and neutralised, we are targets. Our people will hide us.”


“Our people? Hide us?” Luke hissed in confusion. 


Mandy smiled sweetly at Luke. “My darling, our names are about to change. You have two passports in your pocket. You and I are about to become Mr and Mrs Van Niekerk. I hope you are okay with that?”


Luke stared at Mandy, then quickly pulled the black envelope from his breast pocket. He had forgotten about it. Enclosed were two American passports. He opened the first one; there was a photo of him, and his name was Lucas Van Niekerk. A cold dread dropped into his stomach.


“Also, would you mind if our child is born in Malta?”


“Malta?” Luke said weakly.


“We will be there tomorrow. We fly out tonight.”


“What about Agent Reagan? Why isn’t he with us?” Luke asked.


Mandy looked Luke squarely in the eye. “He is Romeo Three.”







The delivery truck pulled up under an overpass and stopped abruptly. Luke looked at Mandy with a confused stare. The side door slid open, and an agent quickly ushered them out.


There was graffiti on the concrete pylons and walls of the overpass. A lone amber streetlight cast ominous long shadows. The couple exited the vehicle and were rushed to another one, similar make, different colour. A side door was open, and they climbed aboard.


“Good evening, Agent Richardson,” a female voice came from the dark interior.


The door slammed shut, and someone turned on a dim interior light. Sitting on one of the seats was a very attractive woman. With long black hair and smooth chocolate skin, Luke thought, for a moment, he was looking at a younger version of Michelle Obama.


“Take a seat,” she continued. “I’m Agent Leah Peterson, FBI.”


“Good evening, Agent Peterson,” Mandy replied, taking a spare seat. “This is my boyfriend, Luke Kahn.”


Mandy signalled for Luke to sit down. He was mesmerised by what was unfolding in front of him.


“Pleased to meet you, Mr Kahn. I’m with the FBI,” Agent Petersen continued with a quick glance at Luke. “I need to tell you how I fit in here.”


“Go on,” Mandy said.


“I stumbled on this case over a year ago, but could not work out what was happening. The more I investigated, the more I was blocked, and often from higher levels. I just knew something sinister was going on, but I couldn’t figure it out. I managed to get my concerns to several agencies in several countries, but they found nothing alarming, so the file was dropped. I was told to stand down.”


“Yes, I know,” Mandy said.


“I spoke to George Sampras, your C.O. We worked closely together on an assignment overseas. I asked him, as a friend, to keep a listening watch on it, and he agreed. That is how you got involved.”


“I see,” Mandy nodded.


“I don’t know how you figured out this case, but I personally want to thank you.”


“Thank you, Agent Petersen,” Mandy replied. “Can I ask if you know who’s behind this?” Mandy asked softly.


“We don’t know exactly. We believe there are two rogue generals at the Pentagon who are involved. We haven’t identified them yet. That’s why we got blocked at every turn. Romeo Three from the FBI is also involved. He was keeping the generals at the Pentagon informed. There are six men from a private organisation contracted by NASA who are involved; we have them in custody already. NASA will never know anything about this, but we will advise them on how to improve their security and some of their other systems.


“When Romeo Three discovers that you two have disappeared, he will know his cover has been blown, and he will have no choice but to abscond. We don’t mind, we have him under observation, and we know exactly who he is. In time he will lead us to the generals involved.”


“Meanwhile, Luke and I are targets, right?” 


“Yes, until we apprehend them and dismantle their organisation.”


Luke interjected. “Excuse me, but were McAllister and those two dip-sticks part of that asteroid mob?”


Peterson smiled. “Yes and no. McAllister was a part of their organisation, yes. We have evidence to show that. Those two…. ‘dip-sticks’ as you call them, were just military operatives under the command of the generals we are looking for. They were just following orders to avert a national crisis, or so they thought.”


“So, what now?” Mandy asked.


“You go into hiding until we are ready for you. We will need you to give evidence at a secret tribunal or whatever is set up for them. You understand this can never be brought out into the open. Politically this would devastate our country’s reputation. This was not sanctioned by the President, the military or any other organisation in the USA.”


“We understand,” Mandy said. “Where are we finally going? I assume Malta is just a diversion.”


“Only my boss and I know that. You will find out when you get there. It is best we keep this totally secret, for your safety. Our operative will meet you at your final destination country. After that, feel free to choose a city of your liking and stay there until you hear from us.”


“How long will that be?” Mandy asked. “You know I can even hide from you?”


“I don’t doubt that,” Peterson smiled. She passed Mandy a sliver of paper. “Memorise that number. Call me every six months from a burner phone. Always a different burner phone.”


Mandy looked at the number and studied it momentarily, then handed it back to her. “Thank you, Agent Peterson.” 


“Thank you for your service, Mrs Van Niekerk,” Agent Peterson smiled. She looked at Luke and nodded courteously. “Goodbye, Mr Van Niekerk, and thank you for your service too.”


“Hang on,” Luke interrupted the conversation. “Are we married?”


Mandy pulled a black envelope from her purse. It looked just like the one that had been slipped to Luke earlier that evening.


“Yes, we are, my husband. You are also an American citizen,” Mandy grinned. “Did you know that?”


Luke looked out the tinted window at the dull streetlight and crazy graffiti. He shook his head slowly, then looked at Mandy. “Right-O. No worries, mate. Let’s get to Malta then.”







Luke lay on his back, looking up at a pristine sky. The beach sand was soft and warm, and he was in his element.


“This is a lot better than Malta,” Luke said as he reached for Mandy and gently placed his hand on her stomach. He felt a movement, and it sent a shiver down his spine.


“Plettenberg Bay? It’s much nicer, I totally agree,” Mandy said dreamily.


Luke lifted himself onto his elbow and studied Mandy’s bulging stomach. She lay contentedly on the white sand of Solar Beach, the sun gently warming and comforting. The roaring thunder of a wave from the Indian Ocean rumbled around them, followed by a gentle hiss as the remnants of water and foam rushed back to begin nature’s endless cycle again.


Luke smiled contentedly. “I actually love this place, it’s heavenly. And the bad guys will never find us here.”


“They won’t,” Mandy smiled to herself. “Stop thinking about them, will you?”


She struggled into a sitting position and looked out over the ocean. To her right, the magnificent Robberg Peninsula and Nature Reserve stuck out into the sea like a divine finger.


“When will you start working on that invention of yours?” Mandy asked. “The world is desperate for clean energy. Just look at this country; load shedding twice a day, if we’re lucky.”


“I know. Corruption and mismanagement extraordinaire,” Luke grumbled. “If I can get this to work, everyday people will create their own electricity. There’ll be a lot of unhappy executives and politicians.”


“Worldwide,” Mandy winked. “So, don’t waste time. Start building, testing or whatever it is you want to do.”


“I will. I’m just waiting for our little Tillie to arrive,” Luke mused, giving Mandy’s stomach another tender stroke. 


“Do you think you are ready to have a family, after everything you have been through with me?” Mandy questioned.


Luke laughed. “Are you joking? I can’t wait. And I’d do it all again if I had to.”


“Do you know what the date is?” Mandy asked quietly.


“Yep,” Luke replied forlornly. “Valentine’s Day, 14th of February. The day of the intended impact.”


They both looked up to the sky, imagining an asteroid hurtling towards Earth at a lethal, fiery speed. 


Mandy looked over at Luke and smiled. “It’s a good day for humanity, thanks to you.”


Luke laughed out loud. “No, it’s all thanks to you. You saved the lives of millions of people, and they have no idea. And you probably averted the destruction of this entire planet. This is indeed a good day for life,” Luke countered.


Mandy winked at Luke. “Well then, on that note, perhaps now is a good time to get me to the hospital. With a dash of speed, if you wouldn’t mind.”













THE END
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