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        ‘The appearance of a crop circle sets off a chain of events that will have Galina Ivanof and Charlotte Harmon running for their lives and keep you turning pages well into the night.’

      

      

      

      
        
        ‘Charlotte and Galina are both looking forward to sailing holidays with their partners. Before they can come aboard, they become wrapped up in a mystery driven by the arrival of a crop circle and a curious child. But is it?’

      

      

      

      
        
        ‘A cryptic message at a funeral has Galina investigating her father’s death. Was he killed at work as she’s always believed or was something more sinister at play? A gripping tale.’

      

      

      

      
        
        ‘Galina was meant to be sailing across the Med with Seb, the man she met during a survival competition in Tasmania. A voice from the dead has her deferring her plans and flying home to Tallinn to spend time with her estranged mother and to attend the funeral of her father’s work colleague. This throws her into a frantic search for the truth.’

      

      

      

      
        
        ‘Set in Russia, Estonia, Thailand and Myanmar this espionage thriller making a foray into science fiction will take readers on a wild journey.’

      

      

      

      
        
        ‘Galina’s finally on her way home. After her father died, her mother started drinking. Feeling unsafe, she left Estonia. She’s now coming home for a reunion she was not expecting.’

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MAIN CHARACTERS

          

        

      

    

    
      Galina-Elizabeta Ivanof (36). Drummer. Apprentice sailor. Apprentice spy.

      

      Charlotte Wyatt-Harmon (23) Founder of fashion design studio, Chic Charlie. Former model (for ten days) and ASIO Information Officer (also for ten days). Wife of Scott Harmon.

      

      Sebastian Ward aka Seb. (32). Sailor. Previous adventure tour operator.

      

      Scott Harmon (26) Yacht captain for watercraft up to 55 metres. Keen surfer. Husband of Charlotte Wyatt-Harmon.

      

      Miranda Murray née Harmon (22) Married to Mason. Best friend to Charlotte. Sister of Scott.

      

      Mason Murray (25) Journalist at The Independent.
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            GALINA – 1 FEBRUARY

          

        

      

    

    
      Galina stared down the railway tracks and away from the two young men talking on the next bench. Distant shouts from excitable children, the smell of recently cut grass and the sticky mid-summer breeze were all hallmarks of a suburban Brisbane day.

      ‘Hard to share a cell with a bloke who doesn’t speak English. And I don’t speak German.’

      ‘Tough.’

      ‘He only got a year. Amazing given how much stuff he’d been caught with.’ His bench companion grunted. ‘The hardest part was the politics of the place.’

      ‘Really?’

      ‘Had to be careful. Real careful.’ The overhead speaker crackled, and the conversation became inaudible.

      ‘The train arriving on platform one in two minutes is the Springfield express to Eagle Junction. This is a Brisbane city train stopping at Bowen Hills and Fortitude Valley.’

      ‘Nah. Dad’s been out of the picture for a while.’ Galina shook her head slightly, feeling his loss.

      ‘Sorry,’ his bench companion said. A dismissive shrug of the shoulders.

      Galina looked at her watch and checked her boarding pass again. She should have taken the earlier train. No. She should have booked an Uber. Still, as long as the connecting train was on time, she’d be fine.

      Galina smelt the alcohol before she felt herself rock as the beast of a man sat heavily on the bench behind her. She could hear him muttering obscenities as he swayed, her internal alarm triggered. Galina glanced at him, taking in his bald head and the sweat stained jacket straining to cover his enormous girth. He’d still be heavier than her, if she had a twin standing on the scales.

      A rhythmic rumbling grew louder.

      ‘The train arriving on platform one is the Springfield express to Eagle Junction. This is a Brisbane city train stopping at Bowen Hills and Fortitude Valley.’

      A screech of metal and the rise of dust from amongst the ballast heralded the train’s arrival. Galina scooped up her backpack and strode over to the yellow line, putting distance between herself and Jabba the Hutt. She was pleased he hadn’t stood up. Using her elbow to press the button on the carriage door, she took a window seat in the middle of the empty carriage. The young felon followed her in and took a seat behind on the opposite side. To her dismay, he was followed in by the massive, still-cursing drunk. She stared out the window willing him to choose one of the many vacant seats in the front carriage. Fate was against her, and he sank into the seat in front of her, with opposite benches.

      Ka-thud, ka-thud, ka-thud. The sound of crutches moving quickly on concrete drew her eyes again outside. A boy aged around twelve was swinging a leg covered in plaster into the carriage as the final announcement came and the doors closed. Pleased with his achievement and with his eyes planted firmly on the ground in front of him, he swung into the window seat diagonally opposite the fat man and leant his crutches on the empty seat beside him. He caught a whiff of his travel companion and looked up cautiously as the train pulled away from the station.

      Galina immediately made assumptions. The boy was leaving school early as it was sports day, from which he’d been exempted. He’d only recently started catching the train on his own. This was speculated at because of his anxious disposition in a seemingly unfamiliar environment, and his seat selection; seats facing each other were only ever occupied when several boys were travelling together. She guessed the boy’s parents were working and unable to collect him. She wished there were more passengers in the carriage.

      Bushland whizzed past and two minutes later the train pulled into the next station. She was pleased to see the boy reach for his crutches and move slowly to the doors. They opened and he swung out on his crutches into the open air. He’d soon be home. Galina sat back in her seat, breathed out through her nose and looked at her watch. A creak. And the fat man was gone.

      Galina was spooked. Similar moments in her life still haunted her. Like when she struggled to save her brother from drowning, her mother from drinking herself into oblivion after her father’s death, and from striking a black bear with the family dog in its jaws. The dog had been saved but not her brother. Fear swamped her. She flung on her backpack and raced to the doors which were now closing. A station attendant saw her flailing arm and signalled for the doors to be re-opened. She jumped outside, receiving admonishment from the guard and scanned the platform. They were already gone. A colourful rotating advertisement for a gaming app caught her attention. A crutch was lying on the ground behind it. She ran as quickly as she could to the sign near the passenger exit, recognising that her backpack was slowing her down. Dropping it to the ground, she scooped up the crutch and raced into the adjoining car park. Why was no one here? A yelp from the far end of the car park. A frightened face looked directly at her, and she felt like she was being stabbed in the heart. Fury energised her. The fat man was pushing the boy into an unremarkable, white delivery van, his hand held firmly over his mouth. As the door slammed shut, Galina charged and brought the crutch down swiftly on the assailant’s head. He grabbed the crutch easily, swung around and hit her hard across the face, knocking her to the curb. He moved quickly for someone of his girth and inebriation around to the driver’s side. Head throbbing and still dazed, Galina dragged herself to her feet, stumbled forward and jumped on the obese man’s back as he attempted to heave his body into the driver’s seat. Her right arm hooked under his flabby neck, constricting his breathing, while her left hand repeatedly punched the side of his head. He grunted, staggered backwards then swung around, sending her flying into the middle of the car park, hitting the gravel surface at speed. Galina was momentarily knocked out, a gentle hum in her head, now starting to roar. But the sound wasn’t coming from her head. It was bouncing off the bitumen. A motor bike was approaching. It shot into the car park and skidded noisily towards the fat man, narrowly missing Galina. Jabba staggered backwards and fell. The biker dismounted and looked questioningly at Galina who pointed to the van. He opened the door, and the boy hopped down as the distant sound of a police siren squealed. There was a shout from the railway station and the fat man climbed into his vehicle, firing the engine. Galina rolled to her left as he threw the van into reverse and watched the biker slowly remove an axe from his backpack, which he flung at the front wheel of the van, causing it to burst. The van limped down the street, attracting the attention of residents emerging from their houses to investigate the raucous. The biker removed his helmet, and Galina recognised the felon from the train.

      ‘I can smell trouble.’

      ‘Me or him?’

      He grinned. ‘Give you a lift somewhere?’

      ‘Airport?’

      ‘Get on.’

      Galina turned to see the boy now in the care of the station guard. She scooped up her backpack.

      ‘Wait,’ the station guard yelled. ‘The police will have questions…’

      Galina pointed up at the security camera as the biker fired his engine. She saluted to the boy and the station guard as they sped off down the street.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHARLOTTE – 1 FEBRUARY

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte looked at her watch and scanned the busy Brisbane International Airport. Where are you, Galina? It was a popular time to travel to Thailand, being the cool season, which was of course a relative term. Passengers were already boarding the flight to Bangkok. Her thoughts flickered between concerns that Galina would miss the flight and her most recent conversation with her mother. She’d only been married five months. Why was her mother worrying about the time she was spending away from Scott and the impact it might have on starting a family? Had they not been listening? The final boarding call for the flight was announced.

      ‘I’m here,’ Galina said breathlessly as she took the place behind her friend in the queue.

      ‘You’re living a bit dangerously.’

      Galina grinned, shrugged her shoulders and stopped herself from making the cliché remark, if you only knew.

      ‘I’m sure you managed to pass the time easily enough.’

      ‘Easily. Not so much. Last goodbyes to Mum. Time consuming, yes?’ Charlotte blew out air through her teeth. ‘Easily is definitely not the word I’d have chosen.’

      ‘Motherhood hint?’

      ‘Not as subtle as a hint. More like an attempt at guided democracy.’ She sighed and Galina’s mouth twitched. ‘I smile. I nod. I change the subject. I remind myself how lucky I am to have a caring, although way too inquisitorial mother.’ Charlotte noticed Galina watching her intently. ‘What?’

      ‘Nothing.’

      Galina looked away as she reflected on her own relationship with her mother, or lack thereof, and their upcoming reunion in Tallinn. It’d been twenty-two years since she’d last been in the same room as her mother. Their relationship had disintegrated in the months following her father’s death on an oil platform in the North Sea. His death had resulted from a fire; a confluence of poor management processes and a slow emergency response. Well, that’s what they’d been told, and the size of the payout was, she assumed, a measure of the guilt felt by the consortium managing the platform. Her mother had coped by drinking. Well, drinking more. She then lost her job and spent time hanging out in clubs. There were frequently strange men in the house in the morning and after one entered Galina’s bedroom one evening by mistake, Galina packed a bag and was gone.

      Charlotte carefully observed Galina, who was looking at her Doc Martens.

      ‘Galina?’

      ‘Yeh?’ Galina patted her pockets for her tobacco.

      ‘I thought you’d given up?’

      ‘Jah,’ Galina said moving her hands deeper into the pockets of her cargo pants. Her eyes moved upwards from her boots and momentarily stopped at the huge TV screen, hanging a few metres from the airport departures’ board. ‘That’s your friend.’

      ‘What?’ Charlotte turned to look up and read the captions scooting across as her husband’s best friend, and her occasional nemesis, Mason Murray, spoke to the reporter.

      ‘It’s been sixty years since the crop circles first appeared here in Tully, Queensland. Few people are around now who were there at that time to witness the phenomena, and even fewer who are willing to be interviewed today. It’s a sensitive subject with some dismissing the event as a hoax and others saying the Australian Airforce needs to release their still confidential files.’

      ‘I thought he was in London supporting his wife,’ Galina said.

      ‘Suspect there was a confluence of factors that made him raise his hand for the assignment back home. He’s a diehard Trekkie fan loving everything space-related, and more importantly, Scott’s parents are still there helping Miranda with the twins. Might be a little crowded in Putney.’

      ‘Passport please.’ Charlotte hadn’t noticed that she was now at the front of the queue. She handed her passport over, received it back and waited on the other side of the boarding gate for Galina who was still distracted, staring up at the large screen.

      
        
        In breaking news, a duo has foiled the attempted kidnap of a boy from a north Brisbane railway station. The child is shaken but unharmed, and his parents are keen to thank his rescuers who departed the scene on a motorbike as can be seen in this video taken by a local resident. Police also have questions for the couple. A man has been charged and has been remanded in custody.

      

      

      If Charlotte had seen the video footage, she would have recognised her friend.

      ‘Ma-am. Passport.’ Not a question but a polite demand from the perfectly presented woman in front of her.

      The ground agent did a double-take when looking between the passport photo of Galina-Elizabeta Ivanof and the person herself.

      ‘I’m no longer blonde,’ Galina said, anticipating a question. A quick nod and her passport was scanned. She joined her friend walking down the passenger boarding bridge.

      ‘Great when you can find a career you love,’ Charlotte remarked, continuing their conversation.

      ‘What? Oh. You mean Mason?’

      ‘He was born inquisitive. And pushy. And his writing’s not too bad either, although he tends to overstate.’ Galina’s eyebrows flickered as her smile stretched for the briefest of moments.

      ‘And you were born with skills to be both a fashion designer and a spy.’

      ‘Shhh.’ Charlotte looked around nervously. ‘The latter is past tense. I clearly demonstrated from that one information gathering assignment that I lacked the…’ she hesitated, ‘comfort in telling lies and an inclination to follow orders.’

      ‘Suspect that may be my downfall as well.’

      ‘It’s one of the hardest parts. You been given an assignment yet, as part of your probation?’

      ‘No. Not yet. I’ve said I’m not available for a while. I want to spend some time with Seb, learn to sail and then see my mother.’ Charlotte glanced at Galina’s face which was devoid of emotion.

      ‘You’re meeting him in Nice?’

      ‘Jah. He’s picking me up at the airport and we’re driving to Marseille where his sister’s yacht is moored. Then a few weeks of sailing and storytelling. There’s a lot for Sebby and his sis to catch up on. And I want to spend time with him, sitting and fishing, with comfort in the knowledge that it doesn’t matter if the fish aren’t biting.’ Charlotte smiled. ‘Then we’ll both fly up to Tallinn in the summer.’

      The flight attendant checked their boarding passes and pointed down the far aisle. They took their seats. Galina put on her headphones and Charlotte immediately felt the rhythmic beating of a drum through her headrest. She wondered if there were other spies who were also drummers, before she slowly drifted off to sleep.

      They hugged and said goodbye at Suvarnabhumi Airport in Bangkok. Charlotte was undertaking a fabric scouting mission for her fashion design business in the city, before taking the train to Hua Hin to join a friend for a cycling trip. Galina wasn’t sure if Charlotte really loved cycling or if it was just an easy way to kill time before she rendezvoused with Scott in Phuket. He’d picked up the captaincy of a Bluewater cruiser, idling around South-East Asia with a group of businessmen.

      It was a long walk to the departure lounge for her connecting flight to Dubai, but she eschewed the travelators. Her legs were stiff and her elbows bruised after the previous day’s exertions. She was thankful for the support from the biker-felon and smiled thinking about the young boy’s reunion with his mother. Her phone beeped with a message from her own. Svetlana Ivanof.

      
        
          
            
              
        You need to come home. Now.

      

      

      

      

      

      The message had been sent five hours ago. Galina looked at her watch and calculated the time in Tallinn. Five am. She thumbed a reply.

      
        
          
            
              
        Why?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Lars died. Wants you to come to the funeral.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        What? How?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        He left a note and Margit insists. Funeral in two days. Come now. Will explain when you’re here.

      

      

      

      

      

      Galina remembered the last video message from her mother, much friendlier than this, that had been delivered to her on the eightieth day of the survival competition in Tasmania.

      
        
        ‘So you are back in the forest Elizabeta. I know that is your happy place. I feel sad that it has been such a long time since we spoke. I hope you are doing well. I am back in Tallinn. On my own.’ She paused. ‘Like you. You were always better being on your own than I was. You are so independent, resourceful and strong. You don’t need other people. I am so proud of you and know you will do well in this competition. I would love to talk to you when you come out. Perhaps you will even consider coming home to Estonia to see me?’

      

      

      Galina couldn’t help but think her mother was manipulating her, again. She had a decision to make, and someone was going to be disappointed. She’d planned to be home in three weeks following a much-anticipated holiday with Seb and his sister Evie sailing around the Mediterranean. A calming holiday was just what she needed after recent events. She was thinking about the survival competition in Tasmania although her hand moved unconsciously to the bruise on her head. Jet lag was also kicking in hampering her decision-making. She inwardly groaned and patted her pockets.

      She texted back.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’ll let you know
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