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        I lived in Vanuatu, previously the New Hebrides, in the South Pacific for nine years and loved the island life and its fascinating history.

      

        

      
        To all my family members and friends who were born, grew up, or shared our wonderful life in Vanuatu, this book is for you.

      

        

      
        Vanuatu is an amazing country full of beautiful beaches, kind-hearted and loving people and a peaceful and welcoming international culture.

      

        

      
        So this book is also dedicated to the people of Vanuatu who made our years of family life living in your country an unforgettable experience.

      

        

      
        Thank you,

        Suzi Love.
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        Kelly’s Justice

      

      

      

      Kelly Riddle, codenamed Riddles, is a martial arts expert who needs no help solving international security problems, but when someone with a personal agenda damages her reputation and threatens her life, she needs help.

      Her team leader, Marci, sent her on a mission to Vanuatu, an island nation in the South Pacific Ocean, to extract kidnapped teenagers. She reunites with Grant, ex Australian Army like her, but now working with Australian Customs to eradicate drug smuggling in the Asia Pacific region.

      Together they rescue the hostages and break up a drug cartel, but can they uncover who is trying to destroy Kelly’s new life before more people are killed?
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            ABOUT VANUATU

          

        

      

    

    
      Vanuatu is a South Pacific Ocean nation made up of roughly 80 islands that stretch over 1,300 kilometers and are part of the chain of Melanesian islands lying to the north-east of Australia.

      Before independence in 1980, Vanuatu was jointly administered by the United Kingdom and France and had been known as the New Hebrides for 74 years. Vanuatu is now a republic with a non-executive presidency and Port Vila, on the island of Efate, is Vanuatu’s capital and economic center.

      The nation takes a strong stance against drug trafficking and works with Australia, New Zealand and S.E.Asia to ensure drugs are not brought into their pristine country.

      There are three official languages, Bislama, English and French. Vanuatu is known for white sand beaches, blue waterholes, island reefs, an active volcano and magnificent scenery. The people are very laid back and welcoming.
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            CHAPTER 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Kelly, codename Riddles, listened to Marci’s briefing in the community room at the compound in San Diego. When her new boss, an ex-Navy Seal, visited Kelly in Australia and invited her to join a new international security team, Kelly didn’t hesitate as Marci had top level clearance with many organizations and accepted both government and private contracts.

      The whole team was at this meeting, a group of well-trained and feisty women Riddles would trust with her life, and would die trying to protect each and every one of them. Using Marci’s inherited money, their amazing compound was set up with a training course, top notch IT equipment and every weapon they would ever need. Plus a bomb making area well enough equipped to keep Dee busy, and happy.

      Kelly lived off compound so she could continue teaching classes in martial arts and hand-to-hand fighting, but like every team member she also had a fantastic apartment within the compound. And like every other team member, she’d left her old life behind and deliberately disconnected from the people she’d known in the Australian army and in her personal life.

      This was an exciting opportunity. A new country and a new life, yet a place where she could utilize all her old military skills and do the thing she loved most, fight for justice.

      She’d been brought up by grandparents who had strong moral and social beliefs and she’d adopted those same attitudes. Help keep people safe from the evils of society and ensure that those who broke the law and endangered lives were captured and put behind bars. Her grandparents might not be with her any longer, but by working with Marci and the team, she helped remove many of the world’s most dangerous scumbags from the streets, permanently, and she knew her grandparents would feel proud of the person she’d become.

      “Five teens,” Marci said, “were taken captive while at a conference, cum working holiday, in a South Pacific country. They were on one of the many islands making up the country of Vanuatu, previously called the New Hebrides. Three of the teenagers are American and two Australian, so a multinational group has been asked to help. Specifically us, as we fit the description and we have high level clearances for international incidents that need our skills.”

      Hallie asked the pressing question they all wanted answered. “Any ransom demands yet?”

      Marci shook her head. “No demands, and we currently have no idea why they were taken, or who is holding them. Hard to imagine that a group of teenagers learning about the societies and cultures of the South Pacific would have deliberately caused any trouble. Vanuatu is a peaceful country with very little crime or violence. The locals live an idyllic lifestyle. Beaches, fishing, gardens for food. But we do know that drug traffickers have made several attempts to use those islands to hide drug shipments. A half-way storage spot between Hawaii and Australia. It’s possible these kids stumbled across something. Saw something they shouldn’t have and were taken as leverage.”

      Marci shrugged. “So far, all we know is that five teenagers have disappeared. No ransom requests, although one of the Americans comes from a wealthy family. Mother is a senator and father is from a family with old money, and plenty of it. All families have been notified and we’re waiting to hear re any demands, although most of the parents currently see this as a case of teenagers playing tourist and getting lost. The Senator, being much more security aware, is expecting a ransom demand. If that happens, negotiators will step in. Meanwhile, the senator is funding a multinational team to locate and, if possible, extract the group.”

      She looked around the group. “I know this isn’t our normal sort of mission, but my contact in Washington, General Craig Simmons, recommended us for the job. He and the Senator know each other well and she personally asked me for our help. In case this is a false alarm, she wants a team who can slip quietly into Vanuatu, keep their presence very low key, and disappear if the teens turn up by themselves. People who know how to avoid attention, but with high enough clearance to go into Vanuatu armed. People like us.”

      She nodded towards Kelly. “Riddles, you’re the ideal person to go in first and do some recon. At the moment, we’re going in blind and we need someone who knows the culture on the ground in a hurry. I’m sending Jacky with you and, if necessary, a larger team can be right on your heels. Do you want to explain to those not in the know why I am sending you, specifically, to the South Pacific?”

      Kelly nodded. “I worked in Vanuatu for six months as part of an Australian army initiative to find, and shut down, any would-be drug routes or potential traffickers. At the time, there was strong intel that Vanuatu had been chosen as an ideal place for drug drop off and storage because the locals are known for their laid-back attitude, and their acceptance of foreigners on their islands. And because of the constant traffic of boats, ships and even yachts between Vanuatu and Australia, there were plenty of opportunities to hide drugs aboard any of these vessels.”

      “Did you find routes? Traffickers?” Marci asked. Her boss’s questions were always direct, and her knowledge of countries and world politics was staggering. She had her finger on the pulse of major conflicts all over the place and for what she didn’t know, she requested information from one of her many well-placed and high-ranking contacts.

      Her private task force was often requested for high profile cases because Marci was efficient, proficient, and caring, a great combination in Kelly’s eyes. If Marci wanted Riddles in the South Pacific, their boss had a good reason. If she was also sending Jacky, Marci expected more face-to-face clashes than weapon use as both she and Jacky were the most proficient at close up fighting.

      As Marci recruited each of the eleven women for her group, she’d promised that when the time was right every resource would be employed to solve whatever personal difficulty had driven each woman to accept Marci’s invitation. Right now, their team hackers were tracking the illegal activities of Kelly’s ex-boyfriend, Ronnie, and trying to establish which of Ronnie’s army mates were involved in his illegal activities. Which men had assisted Ronnie when he accused her personally of cheating and professionally of selling information on the black market?

      If she could prove that Ronnie and his mystery partners had framed her, she could set the record straight and finally clear her name. When the blot on her record was expunged, she’d forget her relationship with Ronnie and the callous way he’d treated her and concentrate on this new and exciting phase of her life. Once the truth was revealed, she could go home and visit her family with her head held high, instead of feeling ashamed that she’d failed in her army career. Her new motto was out with the bad and in with the good.

      “Yes, lots of routes.” Kelly said. “And lots of traffickers, though no arrests of the major players in Vanuatu itself but there were arrests later in Australia and the U.S. And in three Asian countries, watch and wait orders at the time led to the dispersal of several smaller groups within the next six months. Drug traffickers do not like being watched, especially in S.E. Asia. Once they know the authorities have their eyes on them, they disperse and move on. It doesn’t stop determined players, but jails in Asian countries are notoriously overcrowded and no small-time player will take that risk. Closing them down isn’t as good as arrests but the more groups we can shut down, the better. The local police in Vanuatu were naive when it came to drugs when we arrived. Not so much by the time we left. We were hopeful that with better surveillance, some of the drug boats could be identified and then Australian customs would seize the drugs on arrival in Australia.”

      “Do you think these kidnappings could be to do with drug trafficking?”

      “Could be,” Kelly said with a shrug. “The usual place to store drugs was a remote shed or house, somewhere away from the local people. Away from the well-beaten tracks that crisscrossed between villages. If these kids stumbled across an old building and noticed something unusual, extra security, vehicles coming and going, they might have poked their noses into something dangerous and found themselves in a whole lot of trouble.”

      “What do you think will happen to the kids if traffickers have them?”

      Kelly frowned. “Depends how desperate these people are, and how ruthless. Vanuatu isn't known for hard core crime, but if drug traffickers have the kids, they’ll need to stop them mouthing off to the authorities. I can’t see them releasing them alive, even if they ask for a ransom.”

      Marci said, “We’re hoping to hear soon which island the kids are being held on. But we can't wait for that information. I want two of you in the air before then. A larger group will follow when we have more intel. If this is a simple extraction of five kids, Kelly, you might have a chance to get in and get them out quickly. However, the higher ups fear a worse scenario. Chatter on the net suggests a large shipment of drugs is on its way to Australia via either Fiji or Vanuatu. Worth millions. Which means we’ll be dealing with a well-organized group rather than a small-time operation. And that puts those kids in a lot more danger.”

      Kelly and Jacky touched down at the main airport in the early hours of the morning, the jet landing smoothly and taxiing towards the airport buildings.

      “You okay, Kelly,” Jacky asked with a frown. “You didn’t get much sleep.”

      “Yeah, I’m good. Brings back a lot of memories coming back to Port Vila.”

      “Good or bad?”

      “Bit of both, I guess. I loved the place and the people, but I was here when I found out for certain that my ex had betrayed me. Personally, and professionally.”

      “What did he do?”

      She didn’t get to answer as the pilots left the cockpit and walked up to them. “There are three men in the airport waiting for you. Marci said there is updated intel and these guys have been working here for the last two weeks, following a strong lead on a drug route. They’ll fill you in.”

      As they walked down the steps, three men walked out of the airport and strode towards them. Kelly stopped so suddenly that Jacky ran into her back.

      “What’s wrong?” Jacky’s gaze flicked to the men now waiting for them at the wire boundary fence. “Riddles, you look like you’ve seen a ghost. I’m guessing that you know them.”
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      Kelly sucked in a deep breath, steadying herself before greeting the man she recognized. A man who often starred in her dreams. Erotic dreams that left her sweating, breathless, and yearning. “I know one of them. The tall, dark-haired one in the middle.”

      “Whoa. He’s a hottie.” Jacky never held back, which was one of the reasons Kelly liked her so much. No guile with her, just in your face honesty.

      “His name is Grant. I worked with him in Vanuatu. Same anti-drug team. He’s ex Aussie army, like me.”

      “Hang on,” Jacky said, giving her a sideways look. “How do you know he’s ex-army?” Kelly shrugged. “Ooh, this is priceless,” Jacky said with a huge grin. “You’ve been keeping tabs on the hottie, haven’t you?”

      “Shush,” Kelly whispered. “We’ll talk later.”

      Schooling herself, she walked towards Grant. When she was close enough, she put out her hand and hoped to hell he didn’t notice her sweaty palm and trembling fingers. Hell, even her knees were shaking.

      Instead of taking her hand, Grant stepped forward and enfolded her in a hug, a big bear hug in the same friendly and over the top way he’d always greeted her. Well, at least when her ex-boyfriend wasn’t around this time.

      “Grant, put me down,” she said with a laugh. Kelly was taller than most women at five feet eleven inches yet Grant towered over her and had always hugged her this way, lifting her off the ground so that her feet dangled and she was forced to cling to him.

      When he’d lowered her and she was standing on her own two feet again, she gave him a nod. “Grant,” she murmured, hoping the heat in her face wasn’t visible.

      But by the way Jacky was grinning, she guessed everyone could see how flustered she became around Grant. Others described Kelly as always cool and calm under pressure, lethal in the face of danger, yet Grant was the one person who always upset her equilibrium. So much so that she was extra careful to hide her emotions from her ex-boyfriend, Ronnie, whenever their working group had been together.

      Grant stared at Kelly, disbelief written all over his face. “I can’t believe it’s really you. I tried to find you when I came back from Afghanistan, but it was if you disappeared off the face of the earth.”

      Kelly huffed. “You truly want me to believe that with all your connections, you couldn’t have me traced?”

      Grant winced. “To be honest, I wasn’t sure you’d want to see me. According to Ronnie, you hated all of us. Blamed us all for your problems with the higher ups.”

      “What?” She groaned. “Damn! I might have known Ronnie would blame everyone but himself.”

      “We all had our suspicions,” Grant said with a sigh. “But when your Lieutenant tells you something, you’re expected to believe it. No questions asked. Especially when that Lieutenant warned us that the brass had been so disgusted with your behavior, they’d spoken of taking legal action. We were ordered to have no interaction with you while they debated legal action, despite none of us believing those trumped up charges. We knew you’d never steal from the army and given how much you loathed drugs, we also knew you’d never get into bed with traffickers.”

      “I tried to give my side of the story about all of that, but no one believed me. And despite the army being unable to produce enough legitimate evidence to instigate legal proceedings against me, they decided to force me out. Sweep it all under the carpet.”

      Kelly looked her old friend in the eyes. “Did you believe I cheated on Ronnie? And with a commanding officer?”

      “No! Hell no! I never believed that rubbish.” He met her eyes, his gaze open and honest, willing her to accept his words as the truth. “We had that conversation, remember? You and I agreed to ignore whatever attraction we felt between us, despite how much I wanted to do exactly the opposite. You’ve no idea how many times I wanted to drag you as far away from that bastard as possible. Get you completely out of that situation.”

      She nodded. “But there was no point stirring Ronnie up. Everyone suspected that Ronnie was doing something illegal, so if I’d publicly split from him at that stage, I would have been involved. Our time with the army was coming to an end anyway and I’d already planned on getting away from him.”

      She remembered very well that neither of them would take that step towards each other when she was already supposedly in a relationship with Ronnie. And Grant was far too honorable to ever come between two people who, to the outside world, appeared to be a perfect couple. In public, Ronnie claimed her as his girlfriend. In private, she saw very little of him, which was why she had suspected that he was doing more than simply cheating on her.

      Taking her hands, Grant reassured her, “I knew damn well that you would never cheat on Ronnie. All of us felt the same way. We were certain that you’d been shafted by both Ronnie and the army brass. We asked plenty of questions, nosed around a lot, and tried to get to the truth, but we didn’t get any believable answers. So bloody frustrating to be forced to sit on our hands while you were in trouble. We were all angry that we couldn’t do anything about the dirt that the army was throwing your way. Although, what the brass did to you pushed several of us to quit the army a lot sooner than any of us had planned.”

      “Oh, God, I’m so sorry about that.”

      “No.” He shook his head.“Not your fault. Any of it. We knew you’d never cheat on a boyfriend,” he continued, “despite us all knowing that Ronnie was a cheating son of a bitch.”

      “And a liar.” She shook her head. “I felt dreadful about leaving without thanking you, all of you, for what you did. Risking your own careers by sticking up for me, when we all knew it would be his word against mine. That Ronnie would pull rank and discredit me in every possible way.”

      “Why didn’t you leave the army, but stay around? Australia or Vanuatu. Always plenty of private security jobs up for grabs.”

      “No, I couldn’t. The brass made it clear I needed to resign, or I would be legally charged. And if I lost my case, I might be jailed as well as dishonorably discharged.” She huffed. “So I was forced out of the career I loved on an unproven drug charge while Ronnie invented the cheating story to make himself look like the injured party. He wanted me out of the army and away from my friends, yet he insisted I stay around. Take a desk job with a friend of his, a business partner, so he could keep doing whatever he wanted while  I was kept close and still under his control.”

      “So, you ran away?” His face screwed up with pain “I’m sorry. I should have tried harder to help you sort out that mess. Done more to keep you in Australia. You could have taken a private security job. Kept fighting crime.”

      That made her laugh. Between their army friends, there was a long standing joke about Kelly’s drive to fight crime and get justice for victims. They frequently teased her about being the female Aussie version of Superman. Fighting for justice on all fronts.

      She shook her head. “No. Staying around was too dangerous because Ronnie discovered that I’d been digging through his paperwork to find something incriminating on he and his business mate. Whatever I uncovered would always make me a threat to Ronnie and anyone working with him. My only option was to get out of the country before his associates became aware that I had uncovered some of their secrets. I didn’t have enough evidence to expose them at that time, though Ronnie sensed I was about to go public with what I knew. I needed to leave Vanuatu quickly before things went from bad to worse. I didn’t know how far Ronnie would go to ensure my silence.”

      “Briefing in five in the common room,” Jacky called to her.

      Kelly was grateful that her partner had subtly nudged the other two men towards the building and allowed she and Grant a few minutes privacy. She acknowledged her friend with a nod. “Be right there.”

      She turned to Grant. “Water under the bridge now. I always knew Ronnie could track me down, same as you could have found me with a bit of sleuthing. Hiding from anyone ex-military isn’t foolproof so I covered my tracks enough that old friends or distant family members couldn’t trace me, although I knew that one day my past would reappear.” She waved a hand towards Jacky. “But I’m living in a safer place now and working with people who’d protect me with their dying breath.”

      She spun and walked towards the others, feeling Grant’s eyes on her back but not wanting to dwell on the past anymore. Or to imagine what might have happened between she and Grant if she’d stayed in Australia, or at least kept in contact with him. Better to shut the past down and move on with her life in America. She had new work mates, friends really, and she couldn’t afford a trip down memory lane, no matter how much the sight of Grant’s tanned and lean body had her heart racing. And made her long for things that could never happen until she’d resolved her problems with Ronnie.

      Ignoring Grant’s effect on her had been easier when she’d been in a relationship with one of his fellow officers. Ignoring him now when they were both free of the army, and other relationships, would be harder. Assuming Grant had no other entanglements. By now, he might be married and have kids.

      She rubbed her chest. The thought of Grant having a life with another woman pained her, despite her wishing him nothing but the best in life. He was a good guy and deserved the best. If she secretly wished that could be her, she’d keep that to herself.

      Although by the heat in Grant’s gaze as he’d raked her body with hungry eyes, it appeared he felt the same pull between them that she’d felt. That same strong attraction, yet here they were in another wrong time and wrong place. She chuckled. Pretty sure a South Pacific island and a possible hostage rescue was the definition of the wrong place and definitely an inconvenient time.

      The briefing was given by an Australian Federal Police Officer, but there was little they didn’t already know. No ransom notes, no list of demands from the kidnappers. Only some information about a possible location so, with nothing else to go on, a team was going there to do reconnaissance and hoping for a miracle. Hoping their coordinators would lead them to exactly the right place and they could execute a quick extraction. In and out and quickly back to the airport with the hostages would be the perfect outcome.

      As she and Grant knew the area, and the languages, they left in the first vehicle. Jacky joined Grant’s partner, Terry, in a larger van, with police reinforcements to follow about an hour behind them. The villagers might be laid back, but they missed nothing in their own area, so a convoy of cars would attract unwanted attention.

      If the team executed a fast extraction of the captives, two vehicles would be squashy but would give them a better chance of escape. Also, getting out of Vanuatu without having to untangle too much international red tape would be a relief to all of them, especially the American Senator who wanted to launch a major operation to retrieve her daughter.

    



OEBPS/images/suzilove_logo_antiquepinktypewriter-cutout.jpg





