
PROLOGUE 
 
 
03:20 A.M. Wednesday 11th November 1987 

Awakened by an evil-smelling creature pushing its nose into 
his ear, his involuntary scream shattered the night’s calm and, 
scuttling backward, pushed the creature off him only to find his 
hand punctured by sharp needles. He didn’t recognise what it 
was, and, stifling another scream leapt up, tripped over a log, 
and fell heavily twisting his right wrist. Sure, his scream had 
been heard, he was aware he must move away and as fast as 
possible. But in which direction? The inadequate moonlight 
didn’t light up enough for him to see in front of him, which 
made him nearly blind. Tariq thought if he kept the sliver of the 
moon to his right, he would be travelling northward, so he must 
come to a road, but which road? He didn’t have a clue! 

As the sun rose it warmed his body, but his pounding 
headache remained, and his wrist hurt. The punctures to his 
hand were throbbing, and he wondered if the beast had poison 
in the spikes; he would know soon enough, whatever it was. 
His legs were bleeding from scratches caused by the grabbing 
spiked leaves. His breathing was laboured and he thought, I 
have to keep going. I need someone to help me. He came upon 
a small clearing and sat down to rest. He thought he was going 
to vomit, as his stomach heaved and the chill that swept over 
his body was real, but he didn’t, although the feeling of nausea 
remained. 

They were all dead. All his friends were dead. But he 
didn’t have any idea what killed them. He was a war fighter, a 



Mujahideen; he knew nothing about what went on in the house. 
His job was to ensure that the people in the house worked 
without being harassed by curious strangers. They had been at 
the house for eight months. The four of them: Tariq, Sami, 
Haidar and Mamnon, and three other people they didn’t 
recognise, had been smuggled into Australia on a yacht that 
picked them up in Pulau Pandjang, a small island off the 
northeast coast of Indonesia. Tariq was terrified of the water 
and stayed huddled in the front cabin for most of the voyage. 
They didn’t know where they were going, and they didn’t ask. 

07:30 A.M. Thursday 12th November 1987 

Tariq had to keep going. He had to see a doctor, but he 
realised that even if the road was there, he didn’t know in which 
direction to go to find a medical person. He dragged himself to 
his feet and, with reference to the sun, set off in a direction he 
thought was west. It wasn’t. As he struggled through the 
grabbing undergrowth, he smelled something familiar, 
different to the bush surrounding him. A cool breeze washed 
his face, and despite the refreshing cool air, he kept on climbing 
until, at the top of the rise, in front of him—the sea. The 
sparkling sea, calm now and quite beautiful, but Tariq could 
only experience despair. He had walked in a semi-circle! He 
was nowhere near the road and on his left, a white sandy beach 
curved away to the right with strange looking rocks in front of 
him. Seagulls were strutting about oblivious to him as they 
sensed he was wounded, and of no danger to them. He sat in 
the sand thinking, Oh, Allah, most Merciful one, I am surely 
going to die. I am lost and beyond help, and put his head in his 
hands. 

The screech of the seagulls made him look up to the 
wide beach, and there at the end of the curve at the water’s edge, 
was a person. It looked like he was fishing. He moved back into 



the bush and watched, trying to decide whether to ask him for 
help. He still felt nauseous, and weak. Of course, he wanted 
help, but he was afraid of the consequences. He was an illegal 
person in a strange country with no identification, and fifteen 
Australian dollars in his pocket, but nothing more. He was 
thirsty and hungry, the sea tantalising but untouchable, 
although he was tempted. His mouth was so dry that he found 
it hard to swallow. It would have been different if he entered a 
hospital or met a doctor; they would treat him as a matter of 
course. He stood up, made a decision, and walked unsteadily 
along the sandy beach to the angler. The fisherman saw him 
coming and, putting down his rod, rushed to meet him. All 
Tariq could utter was, ‘I need water,’ in barely understandable 
English, although it wasn’t needed. 

07:50 A.M. Thursday 12th November 1987 

Twenty minutes later, Tariq found himself sitting in a 
moving truck with a water bottle in his hand, and a man 
smelling of fish alongside him driving. He was drifting in and 
out of consciousness as the car drove along the rough country 
track. It smoothed out when they came to a bitumen road where 
it picked up speed, and within the hour, they were at the Bega 
Hospital Emergency entrance. They arrived at 08:55 A.M., 12th 
November 1987. 

CHAPTER ONE – THE NUCLEAR INCIDENT 
 

 

Saturday 31st October 1987 

There was no wild celebration, just a sense of ‘at last.’ The two 
nuclear technicians left on the yacht in the middle of the night 
and Ishaq left the house on Friday afternoon in the car. Tasked 
with packing up the equipment and preparing it for removal, 



the four Afghan guards, together with the Pakistani specialist, 
remained to clean up the house. If the incident/accident hadn't 
happened, and there had been enough petrol in the truck, they 
would be far away in some place they had never heard of. At 
the time, they didn’t care. They just wanted to leave the house. 
For eight months, they had been keeping guard and checking 
the furtive figures coming and going. They became bored in the 
first two weeks; their collective patience wore thin and didn’t 
improve as the days, weeks, and months went on. Of the 
original group, the only ones who could come and go as they 
pleased were Ishaq and the two technicians, and that irritated 
the Afghans. They were under strict orders never to go out 
together; one of them always had to stay in the house. 
Moreover, the group was told that they shouldn’t be seen in 
Tathra, the nearest town to the site. A visit to Bega was safe, 
and it was in Bega that they all developed a distinct liking for 
Australian beer. 

The decision to go into Bega on this night, leaving 
Mamnon and the Pakistani at the house, was unanimous. The 
Pakistani never came with them anyway; he was a thoughtful, 
but colourless person and not much fun. They knew it was 
forbidden by Islamic law, but at the Bega Hotel, the beer was 
cheap and significantly better than sharab plastiki (beer in a 
plastic bag), the locally-made beer back in Afghanistan; 
besides, three prostitutes in Bega made them feel at home. The 
Afghans kept to themselves and never made any trouble. Apart 
from the fact that they spoke little English, the Australians left 
them alone at the bar to drink their favourite beer. The locals 
didn’t pay much attention to them, except for the Bega Post 
Mistress. 

Vera Middleton at sixty-two years old, had never 
married and had been the Post Mistress in Bega for forty years. 



She was able to say to anybody who didn’t ask that she knew 
most of the four thousand five hundred people in Bega, and was 
clearly the source of town gossip. She noticed the group when 
they first came into town and, besides thinking they were 
strangely dressed and scruffy looking, put the sight of them into 
her mental gossip bag. 

 
7:10 P.M. Saturday 31st October 1987 

The balmy night started, as usual, with the three of 
them enjoying the refreshing, frothy beer until it was time to go 
to the brothel. Satiated in every sense, they had to get back to 
the house. Tomorrow they would pack the many boxes ready 
to be shipped, although none of them was aware what was 
contained in them, except that they had been told it was 
dangerous. The Pakistani had been left on his own, doing things 
that only he understood. Drunk as they were, they had taken 
their shirts off to let the cool breeze play on their bare chests. 
Tariq said, ‘We must pray,’ to which the others giggled. But 
they did perform the Isha, the last prayer of the day, spreading 
their mats on the street. After the prayer, they were shouting 
like children as they tumbled into the old Ford utility. The Ford 
had been deliberately chosen for its unremarkable, run-down 
appearance, so it didn’t attract attention; but of course, it did. 

Haidar was the best singer of the group. For a man who 
liked killing people, he had a remarkably soft, melodious voice. 
This wasn’t a surprise; Haidar came from a tribe known for 
their love songs. When he finished the rather wistful song, the 
group cried Ai-Shawash, which is an expression of admiration. 

After a long silence, Tariq asked, ‘Did the last driver 
fill up with petrol?’ 

‘I didn’t drive it last,’ said a belligerent Sami. 



‘Well, I don’t think there is enough to get back to the 
house.’ 

And it didn’t! The truck coughed to a stop some one 
hundred metres from the house, with all of them laughing and 
jeering at Tariq. 

‘We will push it to the house, including you, Sami.’ 

‘You can push it yourself Tariq, you are the one who 
ran out of petrol.’ 

Mamnon met them at the front door with his hands on 
his hips. Obviously angry, he growled, ‘Where have you been 
you, drunken slobs? It is now 10:30 A.M., and we need to pack 
the boxes ready for the truck.’ 

‘There’s no petrol in the truck, is there Tariq? So, we 
don't need to pack up the truck until there is,’ Sami said in a 
disparaging tone. 

Tariq said, ‘You have done nothing over the last four 
months, so don’t tell me what to do!’ 

Mamnon yelled back, ‘My task was to keep this place 
safe. Without me, we would have been discovered.’ 

Haidar roared, ‘So what, it doesn’t give you the right 
to tell me what to do. You know nothing,’ throwing his shirt to 
the floor. 

‘I know enough to provide you with white whores 
when you start to dribble through your beard!’ said Mamnon 
with a sneer. 

‘Your mother is a whore, and you are a pimp!’ 

Sami, the biggest of them all, bellowed at the two to 
stop their argument and to get on with putting the material into 



the heavy containers. The Pakistani technician was working in 
the sealed room at the far end of the main room. The door was 
usually locked, but he hadn't bothered to do that, in fact, he was 
somewhat complacent now that they were leaving. With the 
Afghans being out of the house for most of the evening, his 
work would be done without being disturbed. Through the 
thick, but not fully closed door, he could hear raised voices. If 
they were arguing, as they usually were, at least they wouldn’t 
be taunting him. He was at the most critical and perhaps 
delicate point in the assembly, the whole being prepared for 
transport.  

Mamnon picked up a container with the yellow marking, 
but he was shaking with rage! He never liked Haidar, and his 
dislike, now fuelled by alcohol, focussed on him. As Haidar 
prepared to lift another container, he muttered under his breath, 
‘You are the son of a whore,’ and holding his container with one 
hand, swung at Mamnon but missed him, causing Haidar to 
stumble back toward the door to the sealed room. The door flew 
open under his weight and left him sprawled on the floor, inside 
the room. Sami jumped up and punched Mamnon in the stomach, 
making him double up, falling over Haidar’s legs and knocking 
the Pakistani technician from behind. Sami stumbled after 
Mamnon and Haidar into the room. 

The Pakistani was at the point of putting one 
hemisphere of uranium into its tubular cradle on the right-hand 
side of the table, but the top cover was not in place. The other 
was lying flat on the table twenty centimetres away to the left. 
As the Pakistani fell forward with his arms outstretched, he 
knocked the tubular cradle on its side. The hemisphere rolled 
out of the cradle and slid towards the other hemisphere. The 
Pakistani knew he couldn't stop it, so he frantically swept the 
rolling hemisphere off the table. In doing so, he dislodged the 



other hemisphere, and it too rolled off the table hitting the free 
hemisphere on the floor next to Mamnon and Sami. A vivid 
blue flash enveloped them all. 


