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  A Final Few Words



Chapter 1

In the full blaze of the Australian summer sun, Jago raised his head from his prone position next to Hunter while avoiding the hail of bullets. The incoming rounds from over the water were still zinging above their heads. The attack had continued in a sweeping fashion since a pair of explosions, one at each end of the Mandurah Inlet Festival, detonated within seconds of each other. At once, a high concentration of people had scrambled towards the centre of the festival venue. That’s when the firing started. The attackers had driven the main thrust of people into a devastating field of fire.

Jago looked all around him. There was a pair of police horses and their officers to his left, shot to pieces, falling to the ground. The officers and one horse were still, while the other horse screamed like nothing on earth and writhed in agony. A family were running past the side of the stage where minutes earlier a blues band had been playing. The father carried the youngest and ran behind the mother, who was holding the hand of a child of about five years of age. The father was taken down from behind and, wounded, he cried out to the mother to keep running as he and the boy fell. The sounds of the boats towing the water-skis died amid the turmoil. Screams echoed across what had only moments ago been a celebration, a fun event.

“Hunter? Hunter, are you okay?” asked Jago, looking around to his friend.

Hunter didn’t reply. His gaze was fixed ahead, on the motionless bodies of his wife and Jago’s partner, Rebecca, who lay side by side.

“Come on,” said Jago at once.

The two men crawled towards the stricken women on the grass behind a foot-high wall. The women were situated at the water’s edge, out in the open and exposed.

“It sounds as though the gun is fixed-mounted and that they’re sweeping left and right. Let’s not take any chances that they’ll spot us and hit our area again with a sustained burst. I’ll draw fire and you drag Linda in behind what’s left of the wall.”

“But …”

“But nothing, Hunter. You get Linda. You’ve got kids to think about. Now, on the count of three. Are you ready?”

Hunter braced himself. He was used to the sound of gunfire, but this was different. It was his wife out there. “Yeah, I’m ready.”

“Stand by.” Jago waited for the sound of the firing to switch. “Three … two … one … Go.”

Jago darted along the foreshore, where he saw two policemen on the ground. One, with multiple gunshot wounds, was dead, and the other was lying on the ground covered in his partner’s blood and holding his head in his hands. Jago glanced back over the thirty feet he’d just covered. His movement had drawn no fire and he could see that Hunter had recovered Linda.

Jago shouted at the policeman, “COME ON, SNAP OUT OF IT, GET UP! THESE PEOPLE NEED YOU. RADIO IN YOUR POSITION AND RETURN FIRE.”

“Oh, what? Yeah, you’re right.”

“I’m taking your colleague’s weapon,” said Jago. “He won’t be needing it anymore.”

“Wait, you can’t do that,” said the policeman.

“Look, I’m on your side, and we haven’t got time to debate this. They’re still shooting at us. Now, return fire, and I’ll start from over there after I’ve done one thing.”

Jago ran, weaving his way towards Rebecca, who remained motionless. He could hear the officer behind him returning fire and took advantage of those vital few seconds to retrieve Rebecca. He carried her to safety and placed her beside Linda and Hunter to assess her injuries. Her hair was matted with thick red blood, and he couldn’t tell initially whether it was from a bang on the head or a head wound. Then he saw the entry wound under her left ear and, under her voluminous hair, the exit wound. She was dead. With all of her beauty, this silent woman had melted his heart, yet she was no more. He couldn’t believe it, and numbness set in.

Hunter’s shouting set Jago free from the numbness. “JAGO, SHE’S ALIVE, LINDA’S ALIVE. HELP ME!”

Jago flicked his mental switch and turned his attention to Hunter, and as he did, he noted that the gunfire had become more sporadic, making it difficult to judge direction.

“Where’s she hit?”

“She’s taken one in the thigh and one in the arm. I’ve applied a tourniquet and make-do dressings.”

“Okay, good. We’ll just have to go for it and head for the road. There are too many people to get through to plan a pathway. Are you ready? I’ll take her in a fireman’s lift; it’ll be easier that way. You choose the pathway.”

“Yeah, let’s go.”

The pair heaved Linda up and onto Jago’s shoulder in a fireman’s lift, something he’d practised for years yet hoped he would never have to do, especially for his friend’s wife. Jago and Hunter covered the first thirty feet before the firing got closer to them. They took her to the ground with them.

Jago noticed that the policeman had stopped firing. He was either out of ammunition, Jago thought, or they had hit him. He looked over at the policeman – motionless.

They waited a short while, and then lifted Linda again and gained more ground. It was slow going due to the sheer volume of people between them and the road, which was only one hundred feet away. Hunter took the lead, giving Jago directions.

They arrived at the road and crossed to a side road, where the emergency services had gathered. Three brave medics came running and helped to carry Linda to a waiting ambulance.

“Hunter, you stay with Linda; she needs you. I’m going back.”

“But Jago, what about Rebecca? I’m sorry, I didn’t even ask. How was she?”

Jago shook his head. “She’s gone, Hunter, she’s gone. There’s nothing to do over there. Whereas … you see that drone overhead?”

Hunter looked up to see the drone flying above the main body of the crowd.

“That drone’s been hovering up and down the whole time, and someone close by must be controlling it and the direction of fire. You go with Linda, but direct me to the nearest police team first.”

“Jago, she’s out cold and in the best of hands. I can’t do anything for her at the moment, so I’m with you. Besides, you’ll need someone who knows the area. And we need more firepower than that police pistol, don’t we? Come on, we’re going left.”


Chapter 2

Hunter and Jago traversed the crowd, making their way to the mobile trailer that housed the event police command post. Along the way, they kept having to pause to help up an injured person and direct him or her to safety.

Jago couldn’t stop replaying the last half hour in his mind. It was hard to believe that only minutes earlier, in the midday heat, he and his friend Hunter had been sitting in one of the festival’s many eateries on the foreshore. They’d left Rebecca and Linda perched at the water’s edge, where a cloudless sky provided the perfect backdrop for the sun to shine unhindered. Rebecca and Linda had chatted non-stop, as if they’d known each other forever. Nobody would have thought they’d only met two days previously. With drinks in hand, they had been oblivious to the music that emanated from one of the nearby outdoor stages. Jago and Hunter had been enjoying tasty local crab along with a beer as they reminisced.

“Hunter, you remember that time when we were on a joint patrol near the Egyptian border?”

“You mean the time that the old man parachuted in solo to wish Frog a happy birthday?”

“Well, it wasn’t just to wish Frog a happy birthday, it was a ruse to get a bit of the action. He was stuck behind a desk all day and missed being out on ops.”

“He certainly got some of that, didn’t he? I mean, he’d no sooner landed and folded up his parachute than they opened fire. We had to help him get the hell out of there, otherwise he’d have been shot to pieces. Have you heard from him?”

“He contacts me every now and again, normally when he wants something done.”

“So, you’re not part of the service anymore?”

“No, I’m kind of freelance, but I work exclusively for the government. And I have to say, the pay is much better as a freelancer.”

“Yeah, but what about support when you need it most?”

“Well, support can be tough, but I’ve got a good team I can count on in a crisis. I also have a nice, fat expense account that can buy me more skills and expertise if needed.”

“Ah, Jago, that sounds awesome, mate,” said Hunter in his strong Australian accent. “I’m still tied into the Tactical Resource Group for another five years before I finish my time. I might tap you up for a job then.”

“That would be good, Hunter. There’ll always be a place for you on the team. And you can help me develop our charitable fund.”

“What’s that then, your pension slush fund?”

“No, one perk is that we get to gain the assets of targets and dispose of them. We convert them into cash and distribute the funds to ex-service personnel and their families who are in need.”

“Now that’s cool. But don’t charities already exist for that sort of thing?”

“Yes, they do, but they all have limits. Which means if someone needs, say, ten grand for an extension on their house, they would have to make multiple applications for smaller amounts to multiple charities, and it takes forever to get processed. We learn of their need and just deliver the cash. They can then apply for other things through the other charities. It helps those who are most in need and takes the pressure off the charities.”

“That’s so neat. We have nothing like that here. I wish we did.”

Then an explosion sounded at the north end of the foreshore. It was a car bomb in the vicinity of the small car park near the coffee shop which resulted in a massive ball of flames.

Moments later, there was another explosion, another car bomb, at the southern end of the foreshore. The car exploded in the small car park near the boat jetty.

This pair of explosions drove people to the centre of the foreshore, towards an already densely populated area.

That’s when the shooting began.


***




As Jago and Hunter neared the command post on the south side, they paused at a drinks vendor and helped themselves to bottles of water. They assessed the command post. The trailer was a wreck. Large areas of its bullet-riddled walls were left hanging, revealing the carnage inside.

The firing started up again, getting closer to them, and they took cover on the ground behind the trailer.

“Hunter, keep watch. I’m going inside to salvage some kit.”

Hunter responded immediately by lying prone and scanning the area as Jago began moving.

Jago entered the trailer and checked for signs of life. Four officers lay bloodied and crumpled on the floor. They were all dead. Jago grabbed a bag and stuffed it with two working radios, two Heckler & Koch MP5 sub-machine guns, two Glock 22 pistols, half a dozen magazines and a set of high-powered binoculars.

Hunter shouted, “Jago, take cover. They’re firing again.”

Jago heard the warning and burst through the weakened rear wall of the trailer. He shared the equipment with Hunter and they fitted their earpieces and tested the radios.

“Do you know the call sign for the duty TRG?” asked Jago, referring to the Tactical Resource Group.

“No, not today. But I can get through to central ops on this using an emergency code.”

“I don’t know how many police were on duty here, but I haven’t seen one officer who’s alive yet. We need to know how soon the security services can get over to that machine gun. You find out, and I’ll find out who’s controlling that drone.”

Hunter retreated to a more secure area behind some fast food vans and made his Tactical Resource Group (TRG) badge visible to any onlooker before calling central control on the radio. Meanwhile, Jago moved to the cafe area on the south foreshore. He squatted down beside a low wall next to some steps, placing the binoculars on the parapet, and scanned the area, looking for signs of a drone controller. There was too much cover on the opposite side of the water, with a clump of trees beside the fairground there. But he could make out the blue van from which the sustained fire was coming.

Jago turned to view the drone, which was making a pass of the foreshore and coming his way. He took aim with the Heckler and Koch and blasted it out of the sky, before quickly turning back to watch through the binoculars for a reaction.

And there it was: near the side wall of the funfair, a single male stepped out from behind the cover of some trees by the jetty. He was wearing dark-blue overalls and carrying a drone control kit, with the console in front of him complete with a screen viewer with a sun shade. He’d briefly moved into the open, incredulous that his viewing had been disturbed, and in that one brief moment Jago had spotted him.

Jago opened fire, and the man darted back into the trees. Jago watched him get into a brown four-by-four and drive north-north-west.

Hunter joined Jago. “The TRG will be here in fifteen minutes. If we’re lucky, the helicopter team will be here in ten minutes. We’re on their secure channel now.”

“Good, let them know who we are and how to identify us. And tell them we’re in pursuit of an Asian male heading north-north-west in a light-brown four-by-four on the opposite side of the water and that we’re going to try and take out the shooter.” Jago looked about him. “I need a vehicle.”

He made for the road that passed through the car park, where all the cars had been shot up. With Hunter at his side, Jago flagged down a Jeep and commandeered it. Jago spun it around and headed for the bridge.

“As we hit the high point on the bridge, keep watch over there,” said Jago, pointing in the direction the four-by-four had gone.

As they crossed the bridge, Hunter caught sight of the four-by-four.

“There it is,” Hunter called out. “It’s got to be heading for the water; there’s nothing else over there.”

They were just leaving the bridge, and Jago swung the Jeep violently to the right, into the path of oncoming traffic and then onto rough ground. He quickly covered the grassy area and pressed on towards the blue van.

“Let’s stop the shooter and then we can deal with the drone operator,” suggested Jago. “I’ll drop you and then pull in behind and take the Northern approach. But let’s do this quick.”

“Sure thing, mate.”

Jago dropped Hunter as planned and Hunter cautiously closed in on the van from which firing continued. Jago alighted the vehicle and rapidly covered the ground to the blue van. He made eye contact with Hunter and signalled the count of three with his arm. They both attacked the vehicle, firing in unison, only to discover that there was no human shooter. They were presented with a series of cables and a crude looking electronic console. The automated gun fired again, sweeping left. Hunter took the opportunity to enter the van and started ripping out cables and disconnecting linked rounds of ammunition. The gunfire stopped.

“Come on, let’s get that drone operator,” encouraged Hunter.

The pair raced to the vehicle and across the grassed area and on to Leighton Place, the last point at which they had seen the four-by-four.


Chapter 3

The drone operator screeched to a halt in a small quayside area in the manmade canals. He jumped out, leaving his door wide open, and tossed a grenade into the vehicle before running.

As the four-by-four exploded, the man ran through the grounds of a house towards a waiting speedboat moored nearby. He let loose the mooring rope and tossed a grenade into each of the two other moored boats, before zooming off over the water, turning left towards the main inlet just as they exploded.

All these explosions and their aftermath provided Hunter and Jago with a target to aim for, and soon after, they arrived at the burning wreck of the four-by-four and one sunk and one burning boat.

“Over there, we’ll take that one,” said Jago urgently, pointing to a speedboat that was being worked on by an elderly man.

“I’m sorry, sir, but we need your boat. Is it full of fuel?”

“Why yes, it’s full. Are you after that bloke who just blew up those boats over there?”

“Yes, sir, we are. Did you get a look at what boat he took off in?”

“Yes, one of those low, sleek, fat things. It was white with green flashes along the sides. Take my boat, with pleasure. Just be sure to catch the bastard.”

“We’ll do our best.”

Jago took the helm. He loved being on the water at speed and was proficient at this. He’d had plenty of practice in his lifetime.

They arrived at the main inlet and Hunter directed Jago. “He must have gone towards the open water. Take a left here.”

They were travelling at around fifty knots on calm water. Knowing the open sea would make this harder, Jago sped up. The target came into view. Sure enough, he was heading for open water, and as he left the inlet, he turned north, towards Rockingham.

Jago and Hunter pursued the boat, getting to within 1,500 feet as it drew level with the point at Port Kennedy. Jago gave the boat more throttle and escalated their speed on the choppy sea. They made headway.

But as they rounded the point, a helicopter swooped down with a gunman hanging out of the door. He fired at Jago and Hunter. They took evasive action, turning their boat away from the helicopter, then circling to return fire.

Jago and Hunter noticed that a winch was being lowered to haul up the drone operator. While Hunter fired at the helicopter, Jago closed in on the boat – which exploded a few hundred feet ahead of them.

Jago slowed their speed and also fired up at the drone operator and helicopter. This level of fire forced the helicopter to leave the area, its catch dangling from the winch. It flew off towards the mainland.

Jago turned to Hunter. “Do you think you can get the TRG helicopter over here so we can give chase?”

“I’ll try them. Wait one.”

Meanwhile, they headed for shore.

They arrived at a small jetty in Port Kennedy, secured the boat and made their way to the car park. Next to the car park was a flat piece of scrubland suitable for a helicopter to land on. Hunter gave this as a reference for the helicopter he’d ordered.

They had only waited a few minutes when they heard the familiar sound of rotors approaching from the south. Hunter stepped forward and, in a well-rehearsed movement, with outstretched arms, marshalled the helicopter in to land. They climbed in and instructed the pilot and co-pilot to take off in pursuit of the other chopper.

“Can you get in touch with the local air traffic control and see what traffic there’s been in the area in the last fifteen minutes?”

The pilot responded, “Already done that, mate. There’s an aircraft unaccounted for heading for the Kwinana Beach area.”

“What’s up there?”

“There’s a couple of oil refineries over there, some quays and some light industry.”

“Let’s head there then.”

“We’re on our way, with an ETA of six minutes.”

As they approached the airspace around Kwinana Beach, they saw the helicopter take off from in between a couple of warehouse buildings near the coastline.

“Can you drop us off down there?” asked Jago.

“Yes, no problem, and then we’ll carry on and pursue the helicopter. You’ll be down in a minute.”

Jago and Hunter alighted the helicopter and went to ground in a back-to-back position, weapons at the ready. The helicopter churned up a load of dirt as it tore off into the sky in pursuit. They let the dust settle before talking to one another.

“Hunter, any signs in your direction?”

“Nope, nothing this side. What about your side?”

“Nothing yet. Let’s go over here. I’ll take point, you cover the back?”

“Sounds like a plan.”

They moved swiftly, advancing on what appeared to be disused warehouses. The helicopter’s landing had covered most of the tracks. As they got closer to the sizeable building they could see that its large sliding door was open. Whether it had already been open or had been opened by their target, they couldn’t tell.

“Let’s stop,” said Jago, going down on bended knee. Hunter did the same. This was a well-practised drill, with Hunter sweeping his arc of fire to the rear and sides as Jago surveyed the front.

“We’ll enter here and see what that brings us.”

“Roger that,” replied Hunter.

They swiftly covered the remaining ten metres to the large door and positioned themselves either side of the opening while looking about them. Jago ducked his head inside a couple of times while Hunter covered the space outside, which was open; it was about a hundred metres to the next building, from which a sniper could easily take a shot at them both.

Jago decided to enter. “Let’s go in on the count of three. One … two … three.”

Both men burst through the doorway and positioned themselves either side of it, scanning all around them. The old storage space looked deserted, with bits of metal clinging to the walls and floor where heavy machinery had once stood. Most of the high windows remained intact. There were three doors to the left, to offices, staffrooms and such like. At the far end of the building was a mezzanine floor, and beneath that, a single door.

They knelt, listening for the slightest sound in the wind that blew. They waited, and then they heard it: something metal being moved in the vicinity of the mezzanine. The wind wasn’t strong enough to move metal in here. It had to have been knocked by something else, perhaps the drone operator.

The pair advanced at speed along the wall in a low, bent-knee position, taking care to duck below the two blocks of windows. They reached the door under the mezzanine floor. It was ajar, and the room beyond was light. Jago nodded to Hunter and entered first. It was an L-shaped room, and all they could see was an old table and chair upturned on the floor and some metal debris. Then, as they turned into the L shape, they saw the body of a man. He was on a chair, slumped face down over a desk, with a bullet in the back of his head. In front of the body was a blood-covered computer and a games console joystick controller. On the screen was a chilling view of the foreshore. There was an open door leading to the exterior and Hunter provided cover beside this while Jago checked the body.

“He’s warm. Our shooter must be close by.”

“Do you hear that? An engine, a boat or something.”

They peered through the door and immediately came under fire.

Jago changed his position to the window, about two metres to the left but away from the door.

“There he is – he’s heading off on the jetty. He’s got a boat waiting. Hunter, be a mate, will you, and stick your head out of the door for a second?”

“What?”

“You heard – go on, be a mate.”

Hunter obliged, and bullets rained all around the doorframe. Some even entered the office, and a couple ricocheted around the building. Jago aimed at the shooter and let rip a couple of short bursts, enough to put the shooter to ground.

“GO NOW, GO!” Jago screamed.

Instinctively, Hunter ran in a zigzag fashion and hit the deck after five metres. He positioned himself to give covering fire, watching for the shooter’s movements. There was the gunman. He was on the jetty, untying the mooring rope. Hunter fired, and without a word Jago emerged from the building, shooting from the hip. He manoeuvred himself and adopted a prone position some feet ahead of Hunter.

They watched as the shooter dived into the waiting craft, firing wildly in Hunter and Jago’s direction. They pursued him in a staggered formation, giving covering fire to each other while being mindful of preserving their rounds and avoiding any of the innocent bystanders on their boats.

Hunter drew close to Jago. “What kind of boat is that?” he asked.

“That, my friend, is a Seabreacher. I have one back home. They’re marvellous, and we’ve probably just lost our man. He’ll be out of reach and underwater in a couple of minutes. We need a helicopter or a speedboat, like, now if we’re to have any chance of catching him.”

“I’ll recall the helicopter; that’ll be quicker.”

The grey-painted Seabreacher was leaving the jetty area. Its canopy was still open, and Jago took careful aim at the cockpit.

“This is possibly out of range, but worth a try.”

He squeezed the trigger softly and fired a short burst until he felt the gentle recoil. His shots had struck left of the target, so he adjusted his aim. The Seabreacher was now not only gaining speed but also submerging. He fired again, but couldn’t tell whether he’d hit his target.

Jago and Hunter watched as the shooter disappeared beneath the surface, looking for the mini-periscope and ripples in the water that could indicate the direction the vessel was taking. They determined that he was heading north.

“Can you contact your bosses and lock down the area? And can we get the local navy involved to search for the craft?”

“I’ll see what they say.”

As Hunter contacted his superiors, Jago took a long, hard look at the warehouse and surrounding area and thought, Why was this location chosen? There’s always a reason, a connection of some sort. But what is it?

Seeing that Hunter had finished his call, Jago asked, “Any luck?”

“We’ll have to wait and see.”

“Okay, let’s check out our man indoors and see what we can turn up while we wait for the heli.”


Chapter 4

Making their weapons safe, they re-entered the building, and Jago started to take photographs of the scene with his phone camera.

“Hunter, hold his head up. I want to get a better view of his face.”

“We should leave it for forensics. We shouldn’t touch anything,” replied Hunter.

“I used to believe in all of that,” said Jago, “and I still do in the right context. But right here, right now the race is on, and we don’t have hours for crime-scene analysis and days to wait for a report. Our man has a head start on us, and I’ll do anything I can to catch this killer. If that means moving evidence, so be it. Don’t forget he’s also responsible for shooting Linda too.”

Hunter needed no more sermons from Jago, and he lifted the corpse’s head to a position where Jago could get a better facial photo.

“Hold his hand so that his fingertips are facing downwards while I scan them. And let’s check the labels in his clothing.”

As Jago set about scanning the fingerprints and photographing the clothing labels, he noticed that the man’s hands were rough and calloused, and his skin was berry brown, showing that he’d worked outdoors for long periods of time. There was pale skin in a tan mark on his left wrist where he’d obviously worn a wristwatch. Jago questioned why it was missing and where it was now. He also noticed that the man would have been about six foot two or six foot three, and his loose clothing – a pair of well-worn blue jeans and a checked shirt – suggested that at one time he had been thicker set. Jago thought that maybe he’d been ill, or into drugs, drinking or smoking, or any combination of these.

“I want a photo of his wrist and then some of the computer system. Can you move the monitor and tower around so I can snap the serial numbers?” asked Jago.

Hunter obliged, and then moved the modem around so Jago could photograph the serial number.

To the left side of the computer was a small kitchen worktop with a dirty, stinking sink. There was a kettle, tea and coffee, and three mugs on the filthy, fly-covered surface. There was also a dispenser of artificial sweeteners. On the other side of the room was a table with a small box fridge on top, inside of which was fresh milk and ten bottles of Coca-Cola. Jago photographed all of the labels and their dates.

Hunter checked the small, foul-smelling bin, which was full of pizza and fast-food boxes and wrappings. He opened each in turn and found a single receipt.

“Here, Jago, photograph this.”

Jago snapped the items and then rifled through the dead man’s pockets. They were empty. A small two-toned blue haversack with an unfamiliar emblem on it was leaning against the desk leg, its flap half-open. Jago opened the other side of the flap and peered inside. He saw a couple of photographs: one of two girls, aged about six and ten, and the other of the dead man with a woman, taken some years earlier, judging by the hairstyles and the man’s current features. There was also a vaping kit and a small digital radio and headphones.

Jago photographed everything and sent the photos, along with a short account of the incident, to Abi, his right hand back at his team’s base in London which they affectionately refer to as the Ranch.

Hunter peered out of the open doorway. “The chopper’s here. Are we done?”

“I think so. Let’s see what Abi and the team turn up.”


***




They hunted in the helicopter for four hours in the blazing sun, tracing possible courses for their target. They drew a blank on all of them. Hunter’s bosses had persuaded the state government to enlist the help of the navy, and they had at least deployed a couple of cutters and a marine intelligence unit to what was likely the worst massacre in the country’s history.

Then a radio message came across the helicopter’s communications system. A policeman on the ground had received a description of the Seabreacher used in the escape, and had reported seeing at least half a dozen matching that description at the Fremantle Ocean Review Festival. He was keeping his distance and watching the crafts, which were being used in a display.

The helicopter headed for Fremantle.

Jago asked the pilot, “How long before we arrive?”

“About nine minutes. We’ll drop you off as close as possible without being too overt for the crowds. It will be busy down there, as the festival draws in thousands.”

“Thanks for that,” replied Jago. He turned to Hunter. “Can you get some of your guys to mingle in the crowd and stay on a secure channel?”

“Sure, I’ll get it sorted now.”

As the helicopter drew close to Fremantle, the occupants could see the vast number of cars parked for the event, their windscreens shining in the sunlight.

The helicopter hovered a couple of metres above the ground while Hunter and Jago disembarked with a jump and roll. The pilot then circled the area, searching for the missing chopper, while maintaining radio contact with the pair.

Jago and Hunter walked through the crowds, scanning the faces of everyone they met. They made for the water’s edge, where the display was ending. Two Seabreachers remained in the water, leaping and revolving in unison like a pair of synchronised swimmers. It was quite a spectacle.

Jago and Hunter split up, with Jago taking the quayside, where four of the craft had moored up and where their pilots were being mobbed by the crowd. He checked out the pilots. They were all fresh-faced young men, none of whom resembled the man they were pursuing. He knelt down to examine each craft at close quarters, looking for bullet holes. There were none.

Jago waited for the remaining two craft to come alongside. Neither of the pilots was his target; one was a young woman and the other old enough to be her father. He checked their craft too. They were free from bullet holes.

Jago approached the older pilot. “That was quite a show out there. How many team members do you have?”

“Why thank you. We practise as much as possible. There are six of us and one reserve; he’s our mechanic. He keeps the other three boats ready in case we have a problem or in case any of the folks watching want a ride later.”

“Is he around? Because I’d love to chat with him about the mechanical side of things.”

“Sure, he’ll be over on the other quay, the south quay I think it’s called. He’ll be glad of some company, I’m sure. His name is Dan.”

“Thanks, mate, I appreciate that,” said Jago, who had already set off for the south quay.

“Hunter, this is Jago. Over.”

“Go ahead. Over.”

“Meet me one hundred metres short of the south quay in five minutes. Over.”

“Roger that, the south quay in five. Out.”


***




Hunter was in position, waiting for Jago, as he walked up to him through the slow-moving crowd.

The pair leaned inconspicuously against the railing on the quayside, like many others around them. They peered over at the moored-up Seabreachers.

“How many do you see, Hunter?”

Hunter stared hard. “I see four, like you. Why?”

“Why are we not seeing three, as there should be?”

“Oh, I see. We’ve found our man, have we? Let’s take a closer look.”

“Let’s wait a few minutes. The crowd might disperse a little more, as there’s another demonstration in ten minutes.”

“Okay, sounds good. I’ll move over to cover the quayside entry.”

“Fine, I’ll head over to the quayside for a closer look.”

The four craft were lined up as if in some kind of formation, and a balding man in dirty overalls and a baseball cap was attending to one. He was on his knees and leaning into the canopy of the craft when Jago approached, startling him.

“Hello, you’re Dan, aren’t you?”

“Yes, I’m Dan.”

“Your man in the main display said that I’d find you here. I was interested in these little beauties.”

“Yeah, they’re great, aren’t they? Have you tried one?”

Jago was walking up and down, inspecting the four vessels.

“I haven’t tried one, no. I’d like to, but I’m on duty at the moment – you know, on the quiet.”

“Oh, I see. I see what you mean. Perhaps we can arrange a time when you’re off-duty?”

“That would be good. I’d love to. Listen, I thought that your mate said that you had three spare? How come there are four?”

“Oh, the one at the far end belongs to a fan of the group. He’s mad keen on joining, but can’t because his work takes him away a lot on business. He’s recently come back from somewhere called the Maldives, wherever that is. He’s joined us a couple of times now. He must be loaded. He bought the exact same model as ours and had it painted the same. He also donated some money for the local youngsters to have a go for free.”

Jago examined the Seabreacher at the far end, and sure enough, it had a few more holes than it needed.

“Sounds like a nice guy. Is he around?”

“No, not now. He was here about ten minutes ago. And then he went to meet his helicopter pilot mate for a drink in the Sail and Anchor bar.”

“I’d like to meet him. Perhaps he can help us with our outreach programme?”

“Perhaps he could. You can’t miss him. He’s an Asian fella, Indian or something similar, and he speaks great English – well, better than me, that’s for sure. Calls himself Bo. The bar is in that direction, near the market on South Terrace.”

“Thanks, Dan. It was good talking with you. And I might just take you up on that ride when I’m off-duty.”

Jago walked over to Hunter at pace.

“Get your men to spilt up. Half of them go to the Sail and Anchor bar and maintain observation only, and the other half scout round for helicopter landing sites. Call the chopper and ask them to assist.”

“Will do.”

Hunter got to work making his radio contact and calls while walking behind Jago, who was striding out towards the bar.


Chapter 5

As they reached the market, Hunter reported, “We’ve got three men in position and all report no movement in or out from anyone fitting our description. And it’s heaving in there.”

“How many exits are there?”

“There are three on the street and one behind.”

“And that balcony on the first floor, does it go all the way round to the other side? Is it joined to the adjacent building?”

“Hang on, I’ll check.”

Jago wandered around in the multitude of visitors, all the while observing the bar.

Hunter came back to him. “No, on the street side the balcony finishes at a service alley, and on the market side it finishes at the connection to the other building. With us here, we can cover all the exits plus the balcony.”

“But we have to sit and wait then, do we? Can we get extra officers?”

“No, they’re all over at Mandurah, helping out over there.”

“I thought you would say that. Where’s our helicopter?”

“He’s on the edge of town. Why?”

Jago explained what he needed, and Hunter arranged it. Within minutes, the helicopter was descending and hovering over Essex Street, facing the bar.

Jago turned to Hunter. “Now we have extra eyes. Come on, let’s flush him out.”

The helicopter’s draught was causing people to give it a wide berth and it had attracted the attention of those in the bar. So much so that most of the clientele had come over to the windows and main doorway to watch what it was doing. Meanwhile, Jago and Hunter entered the bar via the other two entrances. They paused, looking around the bar for their man, and Jago caught sight of feet scurrying up the stairs.

“Up there,” Jago called out, pointing towards the stairs.

Hunter was nearest and sprinted across the bar in pursuit, leaping up the first few stairs. When Jago reached the top of the stairs, all was still. The passage split left and right. Left would take them to the rear of the building, which was covered by one of their men, and right would take them towards the balcony, also covered. They went right.

They listened at the first door and entered, finding nothing. Jago looked out of the window at the windows and balcony of the adjoining rooms. It was all clear. They left the room, and Jago counted four more to go. There were too many rooms, and it was too risky. Their target would have time to plant anything.

They entered the next room and again found nothing. Before they left the room, Jago said, “Let’s contain them here. We’ve got the balcony covered by the road; one of us can watch the balcony from the window and one of your guys can cover the passageway. Are we sure there’s no other way out?”

Hunter reassured Jago, “They’re the only exits.”

“Okay, let’s hold for a few minutes. I’ll take the window here. You take the passage.”

“Okay.”

Hunter edged towards the door leading to the passage. He ducked low and peered around the architrave. It was clear and quiet, save for the background noise of the bar downstairs and the helicopter outside. Then a door opened, and a couple exited the next room, arm in arm. While maintaining visual contact with the couple and waving them past him to safety, Hunter reported to Jago over his radio.

“Couple exiting the next room. Over.”

Just as Hunter heard Jago acknowledging his message, another door opened and a grenade was thrown into the passage behind the couple. Hunter sprang to his feet and pulled the couple down and towards the room he had come from. The explosion rang out.

Amid the dust and debris, Hunter called out in agonising pain. He’d taken shrapnel in his left leg. Still, he continued to train his weapon down the hallway, protecting the couple from harm. Searing pain racked his body, and it seemed that perspiration oozed from every pore.

Jago ran up and pulled the unharmed couple into the room and dragged Hunter to safety. He turned to the man from the couple.

“Take off your belt and apply a tourniquet to his upper thigh. Pull it tight, and ignore his screams and protestations. He needs it.”

Then Jago heard loud banging.

“Hunter, what call sign is our man outside?”

“Err, Romeo 1, it’s Romeo 1.”

“Romeo 1, this is Control. Give me a sit-rep. Over.”

“Nothing to report. Repeat, nothing to report.”

“Damn, they’re going through the roof.”

“Hotel 5, Hotel 5, this is Control. Please observe the roof. Repeat, observe the roof. Over.”

“Wilco. Out.”

Within seconds the helicopter responded as Jago expected: “Control, this is Hotel 5. We have two males running over the rooftops, one of which is wearing a pilot’s flying suit. We are maintaining visual. Over.”

“Negative, knock them off. I repeat, knock them off. Over.”

Surprised at the instruction, the pilot responded, “Did you say knock them off the roof? Over.”

“Affirmative,” said Jago. “I assume that you have no weapons to use, but what you can do is knock them off that roof. And I’ll pursue them. Over.”

“Roger that. Out.”

The helicopter crew spent a moment planning a pursuit that would avoid cables and lighting. Their targets were dipping in and out of sight as they negotiated the varying levels of rooftops and exterior stairways. Descriptions of the visuals were conveyed by the co-pilot for the benefit of the team on the ground, giving them directions.

The crew saw an opening, free from obstacles, and they went in close. One man was down below the roof parapet, while the other was just about to drop as the helicopter swooped low, just metres above the rooftop. The man toppled, off-balance, and fell downwards into the dark abyss between two buildings.

The crew reported this as they passed and then lost visual contact. As they turned to revisit the scene, they took incoming small-arms fire on their broadside, and the helicopter’s instruments made some alarming patterns and noises.

“Control, this is Hotel 5. We’re taking heavy fire. Have to abandon pursuit. Repeat, abandoning pursuit. Over.”

Jago was on a rooftop following the helicopters pilot’s dialogue. “Roger, Hotel 5, understood. Out,” he replied as he watched the helicopter bank right to leave the built-up area on a course for the outskirts of town.

The small-arms fire continued sporadically, and Jago spotted the shooter. It was the drone operator. He was standing on the railing of a fire escape and leaning against a tin roof. Jago took aim with his gun, controlled his breathing and squeezed the trigger, then rapidly fired a couple more single rounds. He observed his target and saw small sparks fly, distracting the shooter enough to leave the helicopter alone and go to ground. Jago thought, I must have hit his weapon for sparks to flash like that.

Jago slung his weapon over his shoulder and heaved himself up and onto the rooftop. He ran at pace across the slanting surface, his feet fleetingly making contact with the roof, as if he were a scree runner. The roof Jago was on was lower than the next, with a gap in between. Jago paused on bent knee about three metres short of the jump. He stood, observed, saw nothing. Then he ran, and leapt.

His hands grasped the roof edge, and he swung his legs up onto the roof. He fixed his gaze ahead. There was no one in sight. He glanced back and down the gap to see the crumpled body of the man the helicopter had put off-balance. A baseball cap-wearing member of the TRG was in attendance.

Jago called down, “Go three buildings farther up. We’re getting close to the end of the street. He has to emerge from somewhere.”

“Will do.”

Jago turned to see his target training his weapon on him. Instinctively, Jago rolled while holding on to the edge of the roof, and ended up hanging on by his hands three floors up. He lifted himself, and his view of the roof expanded. Seeing that his target was coming towards him, Jago had no time to heave himself upwards or bring about his weapon. He looked about him and saw the fire escape of the building he had left moments ago. It was a floor below him and about one and a half metres behind him. He brought his feet higher and arched his body slightly to create enough inertia to drive himself back towards the fire escape. As he pushed off with all of his strength, he twisted and grabbed the railing of the fire escape with a jolt.

He composed himself and brought his weapon to the ready position. His target appeared – head and then torso – and edged closer, as if he expected Jago to be clinging on by his fingertips. The man stepped closer to the edge and his eyes locked on Jago – who was looking down his sights. Jago fired as the man turned, hitting him in the upper legs and buttock area. The man scrambled away, sliding down the metal roof.

Jago reached for his radio. “Romeo 1, this is Control. Over.”

“Go ahead Control. Over.”

“Access the last building you saw me on. Our man is on the roof. Be cautious; he’s wounded. Over.”

“On my way. Out.”

Jago flew down the fire escape and leapt from the last few rungs to the ground. He looked upwards as he rounded the corner of the building and could see his target on the edge of the roof. Jago burst through the first door into the building, a gift shop. He looked for a door that would take him upwards, but the walls were covered with product displays. He turned to a flustered shop assistant.

“Where are the stairs?”

“Who are you?”

“Look, I haven’t got time to explain, but there’s a bad guy on the roof with a gun, and I don’t know what he’ll do next. I’ve got to stop him before he hurts anyone else.”

Fearful, the assistant pointed to a display of scarves. “There, behind there is the door to the stairs. Should we leave the building?”

“No, it’s safer inside. Call the TRG and let them know that Jago and Romeo 1 are on the scene.”

He didn’t give her time to check the message, but opened the panel and burst through the doorway, weapon at the ready.

“Control, this is Romeo 1. I am on floor three on the west side of the building. I have an open skylight above me. Over.”

“Conceal yourself and maintain a visual on the skylight. I’ll try to drive him towards it. Try to take him alive if you can. Over.”

“I’ll try, Control, but there are no guarantees in this game. Out.”

Jago rapidly ascended the wooden staircase, its walls bare to the plaster. All the rooms above the shop housed stock, with boxed products from floor to ceiling. He arrived on the third floor and looked for a skylight and found it blocked by a mountain of boxes. Stopping to listen for noise from above, he heard a shuffling sound on the tin roof. It was moving down towards Romeo 1’s position.

In a low tone Jago alerted Romeo 1. “Hello, Romeo 1, the target is on the move, shuffling towards your location. I’ll be with you directly, coming from the east corridor. Over.”

“Message received, Control. Over and out.”

Jago moved swiftly down the corridor. He passed one room that had a locked skylight and made a mental note of this as a possible entrance. But he knew that the target wouldn’t want to draw unnecessary attention to himself.

Jago reached Romeo 1’s location. He was a small unshaven man wearing a police armband and TRG baseball cap and he’d chosen a position behind some stock from where he could cover both the partially open skylight and the room down the corridor with the closed skylight. Jago nodded in acknowledgement to the man. The packed room was cool in the shade, and both Jago and Romeo 1 took advantage of the break. They momentarily relaxed and steadied themselves.

Then the shuffling from above became louder, closer. They waited, concealed from view from the skylight, for their target to drop down a few feet in front. They heard the clicking noise of the window catch and the squeak of the hinge as the window opened fully. There was a pause – the man was scanning his landing area, Jago assumed. Then, sure enough, he dropped into the space before them, and groaned in agony after landing badly on his wounds.

Jago and Romeo 1 emerged from the shadows, and Jago instructed, “Put the gun down.”

The man eyed Jago and Romeo 1, standing either side of him, slowly moving his head left, then right. Then, just as Jago repeated the instruction, the man turned the gun on himself and shot himself under the chin, splattering the surrounding stock with blood and bone splinters.

As the body fell to the floor, Jago moved in. He removed the man’s weapon and checked for signs of life. There were none.


Chapter 6

Jago sat beside Hunter. They’d dosed him up on morphine and he wasn’t making much sense. A nurse was recording his vital signs on a chart when two uniformed men entered the private room. The elder of the two men politely asked the nurse for some privacy and she left.

“You must be Jago. I’m Major Creswell, operational head of the TRG for Western Australia, or plain old WA if you like.” He extended his hand to shake Jago’s.

Jago stood and, with a firm handshake, replied, “I’m glad to meet you, sir.”

“Look, Jago, I’m very sorry to hear your friend didn’t make it yesterday. And I understand that you might not like what I’m going to ask you, but ask I must. I mean, you and Hunter here pursued your targets relentlessly and we appreciate that, but this is just the beginning. We’d like you to come on board to finish the job. But I also understand if you want time to grieve and—”

Jago interjected, “I’m on board, but I need my team with me, and we all need access to what you have. We’re used to working together unhindered, and we get results. We’ll share everything we get with you along the way, and maybe we can get to places that your folks can’t, for whatever reason. If you allow my team to work with me, I’m on board.”

“And if I say no to your team?”

“Then we’ll carry on without you and get those responsible.”

“When you say ‘get those responsible’, do you mean apprehend them?”

“It means what it means. It’s up to them and the circumstances. I’m not particularly bothered which way they choose, to be brought in or taken down, as long as they can’t hurt anyone again.”

“I see. Then you’ll do whatever it takes to achieve our common aim?”

“Yes, I promise you that we’ll get those responsible.”

“That’s one hell of a lethal promise, Jago. Are you prepared for that?”

“Yes, I am, sir.”

“And your political masters, what restrictions have they imposed upon you? What are your limitations? You must have some.”

“My team and I are effective because we have no restrictions. We only have protocols and procedures, but no imposed rules; we have no rules of engagement or anything like that. We do whatever it takes to reach the end, professionally. We normally get paid well for what we do – you know, other people’s dirty, deniable work. But this job is personal and won’t cost anyone anything, except a little professional courtesy and the sharing of information.”

“Well, that’s crystal clear. And I find those terms highly acceptable. With Hunter out of action, would you liaise with Captain Bennet of the Tactical Resource Group?”

The other man – tall and rugged-faced, in his mid to late thirties – stepped forward to shake Jago’s hand.

“Call me Benny, everyone does. And you … is it Jack or …?”

“Jago, just Jago. Good to meet you, Benny.”

The nurse rapped on the door and poked her head around it. “I’m sorry, gentlemen, but the porters are here to take your friend down to surgery.”

“That’s fine. We were just wrapping up, unless there was anything else?”

“Just this,” said Benny, handing Jago his card. “You can contact me to let me know what you need, et cetera, okay?”

“Thank you, that will be good. But first I need to formally identify Rebecca. Do you think you can either get Hunter transferred to the same hospital as his wife or get her here? Can spouses be admitted to military hospitals?”

The major answered, “We can arrange for her to be here. They’ll both recover better that way, and it will be easier for Hunter’s parents who are looking after their kids. Don’t worry, we’ll take good care of them. You just help us get those bastards.”

“Don’t you worry, sir; my team is already on the case.” Jago turned to Benny. “You’ll have a preliminary sit-rep within the next hour or so.”

The three men left the babbling Hunter and parted company.

Jago approached the ward’s information desk. “Would you be able to give me directions to the mortuary, please?” he asked in a low, solemn voice.

“Yes, sir. Take the lift over there to the basement and follow the red line on the floor. It’s right at the other end of the building.”

“Thank you.”

As Jago turned to head for the lift, Benny reappeared. “I can’t allow someone on my team to do this alone. Mind if I come with you?”

Jago thought for a moment. He’d almost forgotten that people outside of his team existed, and could care. Jago had met Benny minutes earlier, but because of Jago’s friendship with Hunter and their pursuit together, here was this guy offering to support him, probably when he needed it most. How could he refuse?

“Sure, why not? We’ve got to take the lift and follow—”

“Yes, I know. Unfortunately, I know the red line.”

A single tone announced the lift’s arrival. It was empty, and the pair stepped inside. Jago walked straight past the control panel, and Benny pressed the button for the basement.

Jago appeared to be in his own world and then asked, without looking at Benny, “Why are mortuaries always in the basement? I mean, why can’t they be on the top floor?”

Surprised by the question, Benny replied thoughtfully, “I guess they’re trying to protect the rest of the population from the reality of the inevitable. I can see no other reason, to be honest.”

“I guess you’re right. It seems strange this time; you know, because I know her … well, knew her, and knew her well. We had a good relationship. I’d even submitted the relationship vetting papers and all of that. I’ve never done that before with anyone.”

“It’s tough, mate. I don’t really know what to say. I wanted to be here for you. Nobody should do this alone, without someone close by.”

The lift came to an abrupt halt and a computerised voice announced their arrival at the basement. The doors opened, and there it was. The red line. It started at the door and swung a sharp left, along a long, narrow corridor full of trolleys, laundry bags and boxes of supplies. They passed a couple of workers, who lowered their heads and averted their gaze when they saw Jago and Benny were heading to the mortuary. Following the red line, they turned a corner and could hear the din of moving metallic trolleys destined for the laundry and kitchens. And then they were within ten paces of the door. All sound stopped for Jago as he read the sign: ‘Mortuary. Please ring the bell for assistance.’

Jago waited, facing the sign on the door. He didn’t speak, and Benny remained a couple of paces behind him. Jago was staring down at the red line. What was in reality only thirty seconds must have seemed an eternity to Benny. He stepped forward and touched Jago on the shoulder.

“Jago, are you all right, mate? Do you want me to ring the bell for you?”

Jago came back to life. “No, I’m okay, thank you. I was just collecting my thoughts, thinking what to say to her. Thinking how to find the words to say I’m sorry that I couldn’t protect her. Thinking how it could have been me and not her. How can I explain all of that?”

“You don’t have to explain anything, mate, you just have to be there with her. Take as long as you like. I’ll be out here waiting for you.”

Jago rang the bell, and moments later a woman in a white coat arrived and asked Jago’s name and the purpose of his visit. She invited both men into a small, sparse waiting room. The magnolia walls were bare – no pictures, no posters, no symbols of any kind. There were just six plastic chairs and a coffee table, upon which was a selection of old magazines. Benny sat and picked up the first magazine from the top of the pile. It was a gardening magazine, something he had no interest in, but it provided an excellent focal point to relieve the awkwardness of the moment. Jago stood tall and erect in the middle of the room. He was watching the door intensely. And then, after a few minutes, the woman returned and asked him to follow her.

“If you don’t mind, I need to record some personal details first,” she said.

“Okay, fine.”

“Mr Jago, were you related to Miss Rebecca Wilson?”

“Err, no, she’s …” He stopped himself and swallowed, then continued: “She was … my girlfriend.”

“And you both reside in the UK?”

“Yes, that’s correct.”

“And does she have any relatives here in Australia, or did you travel here with any other blood relatives?”

“No, we came here together to be with friends.”

“In that case, can I ask if you feel able to conduct an official identification for us, please?”

“Yes, of course.”

She offered him a form on a clipboard. “Can you sign here and then follow me, please. Oh, and here is a report which outlines the process and release dates, et cetera,” said the woman, handing him a single sheet of paper.

Jago signed the document and followed the woman through a blue door. It squeaked a little upon opening, and he thought about that. Then he focused his attention on the red line on the floor again. They followed it to another door.

The woman stopped and said to Jago, “Here we are. Are you ready?”

There was a pause, and Jago drew a breath before nodding. “Yes, I’m ready. Can I stay with her for a while after the identification?”

“Yes, of course.”

“How long do I have?”

The woman placed her hand on his shoulder and politely replied, “Most people come out after about ten minutes. You can say a great deal in ten minutes, you know.”

She opened the door for him. He immediately noticed that the red line disappeared at the threshold and he stepped forward with trepidation. His heart was pounding, the blood coursing through his veins.

There she was, dressed in a white gown, lying on a bed and covered by a single white sheet. Someone had arranged her hair on one side of her face to conceal the wound. He knew very well where the wound was and what the devastating impact of a gunshot wound was like. He’d seen too many in his life, but none as cruel as this one. He carefully observed her expressionless face and traced a finger, at first on the outline and then around the eyes, nose, her lips, and then down to the soft white skin on her neck. He stared intently at her face.

“May I ask if you can identify this woman as being Rebecca Wilson?”

Jago kept looking at Rebecca and hesitated, before replying, “Yes, this is Rebecca Wilson.”

“Thank you, Mr Jago. I shall be outside if you need me,” stated the attendant, before leaving and closing the door.

Jago was absorbed by Rebeca’s face. “Rebecca, I miss you already. I’m at a loss for words … which you would probably say was a first.”

He shuffled and sat beside her, running his fingers gently through her hair. “I had so many plans in mind for us and I didn’t get the chance to discuss them with you. You see, nobody has ever made me feel how you have.”

He placed his hand on her cheek. “I’m sorry that I’ve not been able to tell you huge amounts about my job. Everything is confidential, and I’m legally bound not to disclose anything.”

He moved as if to look her in the eye. “What I’m trying to say is that I love you. For the first time in my life I know what love is – and now I’ve lost it. If only I hadn’t brought you here.”

He moved his hand away from her, stood and rubbed both hands over his face and through his hair, pausing at the crown of his head. He spun around to face away from her, but then turned back just as quickly.

“You would have said it was all worth it. I know that you would. You would have said it was worth meeting Hunter, Linda and the kids, worth going to Mark’s funeral in the US. You’d have been so positive in this mess. I don’t know how you maintain that level of optimism in this world of death and destruction. And I know that until now you’ve not been directly involved in anything like this. AND IT’S JUST PLAIN WRONG YOU ARE WHERE YOU ARE NOW.”

The door opened, and the attendant asked, “Are you all right, sir? Can I help? Can I get you anything?”

Jago composed himself. “No. No, thank you. I was just …”

“Don’t worry, I’m on hand if need be. These are difficult times, even for the most hardened of us.”

She closed the door, leaving Jago alone with Rebecca again. He leaned forward, kissed her forehead and whispered, “I will always love you and hold you in my heart. I promise that I will hunt down those responsible for taking you from me; for tearing us apart when we were just getting going. I need to do this to remain sane. I’m sure you wouldn’t approve and I ask you to forgive me in advance. It’s what I know and can do, and if I’m not able to love you or hold you in my arms again, I must do what I can. I can’t bring you back, but I can prevent the same thing happening to others. I hope that you understand?”

He looked at her for a moment, half-expecting an answer.

“I love you, Rebecca. I’m going now. Goodbye.”

Jago kissed her on the forehead and turned to leave the room. As he opened the door, he took one last look at her, and then closed the door behind him.

The attendant led him back to the waiting room, where Jago stood with his back to the door and took a huge breath. Benny placed the magazine he was supposedly reading on the table in front of him and rose from his seat.

“How are you, Jago?”

Jago turned and looked Benny in the eye. “That was the hardest thing I have ever had to do in my life.”

“Where do you go from here then?”

Jago lifted his arms and shrugged. “I guess I’ve got to work. I can’t think of anything else to do. As I said to her, it’s what I do best.”

Jago glanced down at the red line and walked along it, out of the room, with Benny bringing up the rear.

At the entrance to the hospital, Benny said, “If there’s anything I can do, just let me know. And I mean anything. You’re a guest in our country, and you’re helping us right a wrong. You name it, and if it’s within our powers, you’ll have it.”

“I’ll take you up on that,” said Jago as they shook hands before parting ways.

Jago left the hospital on foot and walked in the sunlit street until he came upon a large imposing white-coloured church with two spires. He walked closer and read the board which revealed it to be St Mary’s Cathedral. He’d never thought himself a religious man but felt the need to enter the grounds. The car park to the left was full and in the shadow of the hospital. Jago walked to the right on the grass-lined path towards the main entrance. He hesitated before passing through the open door. He stood in the cavernous space listening, taking in the silence, and found himself absorbing the details of its structure – the pillared arches and numerous stained-glass windows. He found a seat at the back of the cathedral. He was alone in more ways than one and tears streamed down his face. He couldn’t recall the last time he’d cried and it didn’t matter, he needed the release. He curled up into a ball on the bench where he cried himself to sleep.


Chapter 7

Jago awoke in the early hours and realised that he was still in the cathedral. He composed himself and made to leave.

“Are you alright?” asked a gentle male voice.

Jago turned to see a young priest by the door. “Err, yes. I’m sorry, I fell asleep.”

The priest cut him short. “I saw you late last night and thought that you could do with the rest, so I left you in your slumber. Would you like breakfast?”

Jago felt awkward and headed towards the door. “Thank you but I have things to do.”

“Perhaps another time then?”

“Perhaps.”

The priest extended his arm and offered his hand. “By the way, I’m Father Michael. And you are?”

Jago looked at the hand. It was very pale and looked soft. He grasped it and shook hands. “Jago, I’m Jago. Look, I’d best go, but thanks for everything.”

“You’re welcome anytime, especially if you want someone to talk to about those nightmares of yours. I mean that most sincerely, Jago. Don’t be a stranger.”

Jago released his grip. “Thank you, Father Michael, I appreciate your kind words.”


***




Jago entered the huge bungalow where he’d been staying with Rebecca. It was Hunter and Linda’s house. It was quiet with them both in the hospital and the two kids with their grandparents. He went to switch the radio on and then changed his mind, preferring the silence. He made his way to the guest bedroom and changed into some shorts and a vest, and delved into his rucksack, from which he fished out a pair of well-worn running shoes.

It was just coming up to 6 a.m. and getting lighter outside. Jago took advantage of Hunter’s air-conditioned home gymnasium complete with a treadmill. He adopted his usual routine of stretching before running, and then walked at a brisk pace for a couple of minutes before running at a slow pace. He gradually increased his speed and maintained the cadence for about an hour, causing him to be soaked in sweat. He kept going, reliving in his mind the events of the previous day and flashbacks of time spent with Rebecca.

Jago ran and ran until he could run no more, and then slowed to a halt and stepped off the machine. He had just started his warm-down when the phone rang.

“Hi, Boss, this is Abi,” said Jago’s operations manager tentatively. She heard his heavy breathing and asked, “What is it? Is it a bad time? I can call back.”

“No, I’ve just been on a run and was warming down. What have you got for me?” answered Jago as he reached for a towel.

“Fi is due to touch down in about four hours; that’s 1015 hours your time, Boss. Will you be there to meet her? Can you find your own way?”

“I’ll meet her. Can you send me through her flight number, et cetera? And have you got anything yet on the information I sent over to you?”

“Right, Fi’s flight details are coming over to you right now. As for the other information, we have a positive ID on the dead man in the warehouse. One Liam Harper. Harper was separated, pending a divorce, and had two young children. The knapsack you found on the floor had the logo of the mine he used to work at in Kalgoorlie. Word is that he got sacked from one of the mines for being drunk on site. You know, miners fly in, fly out and stay away from home for a couple of weeks at a time. I guess that it took its toll on everyone concerned.

“He’s got a few convictions, mainly for drunk and disorderly and a couple for assault, but only that. So far, there is no history of serious violence, nor any connection with weapons, or anti-government, or his having been involved in protests or anything. The WA police are doing a thorough job, and I will let you know what I get.”

“How long ago did he get sacked?”

“Wait one … I have that here somewhere. Ah, here it is. The mine sacked Harper twelve months ago and he’s been on the drink ever since. Boss, an all-out massacre is just not this guy’s style. I mean he didn’t seem to have much experience of computers; he doesn’t have any computer games consoles in his house nor in the house of his kids. To find him at the remote-control station for a machine gun doesn’t fit his profile at all. There’s a lot more to this than meets the eye; maybe he’s just been roped in and was the fall guy?”

“Yes, I have to agree. Have they informed his wife and children yet?”

“No, there’s been a complete news blackout since the incident. I guess that the authorities are being understandably cautious.”

“What about the food and drink receipt?”

“Ah, there we have two possible outlets in an out-of-town shopping centre. We’re trying to get copies of the camera footage for the area at around the time of the receipt.”

“Fine, let me know when you have more. Have we any information regarding the weapon and the van?”

“No, the Aussie police are keeping that close to their chests at the moment.”

“I see, so there are several issues outstanding. I take it they’re not saying anything about the Seabreacher either?”

“No, not a thing. They won’t release anything to us.”

“Okay, leave it to me. I’ll make a few calls to see what I can do. Is there anything else at the moment?”

“Yes, there is one thing. How are you holding up, Boss – you know, what with losing Rebecca and all? We’re all thinking of you here. Is there anything any of us can do?”

Jago stumbled on his words: “N-n-no, I’ll be fine. I need to focus and get to grips with what happened, that’s all.”

“I don’t want to pry or anything, but how is Rebecca getting home? Are her family going out to collect her? Do you know when they will release her body?”

Jago realised that he knew none of the answers to these questions and that he should.

“Thanks, Abi. I can’t answer those questions, but I will get off now to find out the answers. Thanks for asking.”

Jago ended the call and searched for the piece of paper that the woman at the mortuary had given him. He found it folded up in the back pocket of his trousers. After reading its contents, he understood that the authorities would contact Rebecca’s next of kin, whose details were in the back of her passport. He needed to contact them too, and he searched for a photograph of her passport on his phone. He entered the first telephone number, but couldn’t bring himself to connect. Instead, he rang Benny.

The phone only rang twice before Benny answered. “Yes, can I help you?”

“Benny, it’s me, Jago. You said I could call if I needed anything.”

“Yes, I did. What is it you need?”

“The deal with your boss was that my team and I would have unrestricted access to all the information that the Australian authorities had.”

“Yes, I know; I was there, remember? Why, is there a problem?”

“My operations manager is not being given information she’s requested, and your boss promised us access. I’d call that a problem. Can you fix it for me, please?”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

“That’s not good enough. My team and I need that access. I don’t want to hear, ‘I’ll see what I can do.’ I want to hear, ‘I’ll sort that straight away, and your team will get all the information they need.’”

“Okay, I hear you. I’ll get you your access to the information. Do you need anything else?”

“Yes, my colleague Fi and I will need weapons permits immediately.”

“I’ll sort that straight away, and you’ll be able to collect them from the main station at Mandurah after midday.”

“That’s more like it. That’s what I call cooperation. Thanks, Benny.”

Jago stared out of the window, deep in thought for a few minutes, before heading to the kitchen to find some breakfast. He made himself a coffee and found the milk and kids’ cereal. He cut up a kiwi and washed some grapes and put them in with the cereal. He took his breakfast onto the sizable terrace and played some gypsy jazz guitar music on his phone. He ate and relaxed a while knowing that he had plenty of time to shower and get ready to collect Fi.


Chapter 8

Jago arrived at the airport’s international terminal with plenty of time to spare. He walked among the hordes of arriving travellers and eager friends and relatives waiting for their loved ones. He checked the arrivals board for Fi’s incoming flight. The board showed that her flight was on time, meaning he had an hour to kill. He took a walk in the sunshine.

There wasn’t much to walk around, just a large car park and a paved walkway that led nowhere interesting. He found a bench in full sun and sat looking up at the blue sky. The bench was hot to sit on and he only lasted a couple of minutes before he had to move. Instead, he leaned against it and continued his study of the cloudless sky.

Jago stared into space for what seemed to him a long time, but in reality it was only a few minutes. Then he watched the flow of vehicles, most of them four-by-fours, leaving the airport. For a small airport it saw a lot of traffic, a constant stream. There were terminals here for both domestic and international flights, and the miners seemed to have their own terminal for their fly-in, fly-out operations. Jago thought about the ex-miner slumped over a computer terminal with a hole in his head and wondered what had possessed him to be part of the attack? What had gone so wrong for him to have been part of it?

Jago checked his watch. He had thirty minutes more to wait. He headed back into the terminal, to a cafe on the concourse. Having waited his turn in the queue, he spoke to the young woman behind the counter.

“I’d like a hot drink, please. Do you have Earl Grey?”

“Yes, we do. Would you like that with milk?”

“No, without please. And I’ll have a piece of that banana cake.”

“Sure, no worries. Please take a seat and I’ll bring it over to you.”

Jago looked at the banana cake again. It was in a glass cabinet and something in the reflection caught his eye. A familiar face. The man who was sitting at a table all alone behind him was the same one Jago had seen at the car park’s ticket machine earlier while he was out walking. He made a mental note and then went to sit down, selecting a seat where he was looking away from the man but could keep sight of him via the reflection in the glass partition wall.

Within a couple of minutes, the young woman had placed Jago’s order on the table. Turning to his left, he checked the arrivals screen and glanced at the solitary figure. The man was of medium height, muscular and tanned, with short, dark hair, and approximately thirty years of age. Jago turned back to face the front, and finished his Earl Grey. Rising to his feet, he tucked his chair under the table before walking towards the arrivals area to collect Fi.

A dozen or more people passed through the arrival’s doors, trolleys laden with suitcases, before Jago caught sight of Fi. She too was pushing a trolley, laden with her black diplomatic bags.

As she approached him he mouthed to her, “Hug me, hug me.”

She took her hands off the trolley, walked a couple of steps towards Jago and then gave him an almighty bear hug.

“Hi, Boss,” she said when she let go. “How are you holding up?”

“I’m okay. In fact, I’m good, Fi.”

“You get the feeling we’re being watched?” asked Fi.

“Yes, I do. Hence the invitation to hug. It will give them something to talk about. Anyway, did you bring all the gear?”

“Yes, I brought all of it, and a little more. That was okay, wasn’t it? I mean, to bring a little extra. I mean, that’s why we get the diplomatic bags, isn’t it?”

Jago smiled. “A little extra is always welcome. And we get the diplomatic bags courtesy of my old commander, even though we’re not on contract at the moment. Come on, let’s get going.”

They ventured out into the car park, heading towards the truck that Hunter had loaned Jago. They arrived to see two slashed tyres.

“Being watched and put off, and all in one day, eh? Come on, let’s get a taxi. We’ll send someone out to deal with the truck,” said Jago.

They walked the short distance back to the terminal and waited in the shady line for a taxi.

“Fi, wait here a minute. I’m just going to the bathroom.”

Jago entered the terminal and leapt up the stairs two at a time to the first floor, which housed cafes, shops and bathrooms. Anyone following him would have had to be quick, and if they were listening from a distance, they would already know his destination and wouldn’t worry too much. They would take their time to move into an observation position.

Jago ducked into a recessed doorway, the only observation point with cover anywhere near the bathrooms. He opened the door and waited behind it. He was at the entrance to the area outside a service lift. Within a couple of minutes, the man who’d sat behind him earlier appeared. Jago watched him through the crack in the door. The man did a cursory check to see if anyone was in the recess but didn’t think to check the door or beyond it. Jago waited, and the man relaxed, leaning against the wall. A group of young women to the right of the bathrooms caught his attention and he stood there ogling them.

Jago sneaked out of the door at speed, grabbed the man from behind with his hand over his mouth and held a pen to his throat.

“That’s it, relax. I just want to talk. Step back – easy, no sudden moves.”

Jago backed the man through the doorway, and once they were beyond the door he dropped the pen and punched the man repeatedly in the kidneys. The man crumpled, giving Jago time to relieve him of his firearm, radio and wallet from his back pocket. The man tried to grab Jago’s leg and Jago shrugged him off. He persisted and Jago delivered a blow to the middle of the man’s upper back. Jago checked through his wallet, which contained very little – no credit cards, no driver’s licence or other ID, no money.

“Empty your other pockets.”

The man didn’t move.

“Do you hear me? Empty your pockets and do it now. I haven’t got time to waste.”

The man sat up against the wall and placed keys, a small lock knife and a black leather ID cover on the floor.

“The ID cover, open it up. I want to see it.”

The man flipped it open to reveal an ASIS insignia, the Australian Secret Intelligence Service.

“I can’t believe you guys actually carry ID. What’s the point of tailing me? I’m on your side.”

The man didn’t speak.

“Look, I don’t want to do you any harm, but if I don’t get the answers I need, you’ll leave me no choice.”

At that moment the man’s radio came to life. “Sierra 5, this is Oscar. Report. Over … Sierra 5, can you read me? This is Oscar. Report. Over.”

Jago turned to the man on the floor. “My guess is that you’re Sierra 5. Let’s find out.”

Jago stood, passed the service lift door and looked out of a huge window overlooking the road exiting the car park. Then, assuming an Australian accent, he replied into the radio:

“Hello, Oscar. Signal weak. I repeat, signal weak. Subject has left car park in a green Toyota pickup. Over.”

“Roger that. Return to base to change your radio. Out.”

Jago watched as two unmarked cars sped towards the terminal exit road in pursuit of the Toyota that Jago had spotted leaving. Jago then turned to the man on the floor, who hadn’t made a move; he knew enough not to rile his subject.

“What shall I do with you, I wonder?”

As Jago spoke he gripped the weapon and raised it menacingly. The man squirmed, not knowing what was coming next.

“Remove your shirt and trousers.”

The man went to stand.

“Err, no. Do it down there and toss me your belt.”

The man followed Jago’s instructions.

“Now lie flat, face down, with your hands behind your back.”

Jago knelt on the man’s lower back, pushed the wrists upwards behind the back, causing discomfort, and used the belt to secure them. He opened the folding knife and slashed at the shirt to create ties. Jago reinforced the belt with a couple of ties and then tied one around the man’s mouth as a gag. He then bound the man’s legs at the knees and ankles, and connected the bindings on the wrists to those on the ankles.

Jago called Fi. “Take the next taxi that comes. I’ll be close by.”

“Will do, Boss.”

Jago remained in the service lift area and watched from a distance as the next taxi in the rank pulled forward and the driver got out to help Fi with her luggage. Jago exited the area and rapidly descended the stairs. As Fi’s taxi drew away he caught sight of a silver saloon car about to follow her. He could only see one occupant.

The driver of the silver car had to wait for other vehicles to pull out into the main road. Jago seized the opportunity. He walked up to the car, pulled the gun and trained it on the driver.

“Open the door and move over,” he instructed.

The startled driver, a short-haired female in her mid-thirties, complied, and Jago got into the driver’s seat.

“Toss your gun into my footwell … Now!”

Shaking, the woman reached for her pistol.

“I said now! Take the pistol in two fingers and toss it into the well.”

She did as he asked.

“That’s it, nice and easy does it.”

The woman seemed relieved.

“Now your radio. What call sign are you?”

She tossed the radio into the footwell but remained silent.

“Oh, you’re the silent ASIS officer type, are you? Well, if I were you, I’d put on my seatbelt. We wouldn’t want that little face of yours getting damaged, would we …?”

As his words trailed off, he sped up and changed lanes. The woman took his advice.

“What’s your name?”

She answered, “Mary, my name’s Mary, Mr Jago.”

“Cut the mister, just call me Jago. Why are you tailing me? I mean, I’m on your side. Wouldn’t you guys be better off tailing the bad guys?”

Her face flushed and she looked downward into her footwell.

“Well? Out with it. I haven’t got all day; I’ve got killers to catch.”

“I can’t tell you anything. I don’t know. You must speak with my boss.”

“And does your boss have a name?”

“Carl, Carl Holtz.”

“Sounds more like a German than an Aussie. And where will I find Mr Holtz? I could do with a chat with him.”

“He’s at the Mandurah Police Station.”

“What a coincidence. That’s where I’m heading right now.” Jago pulled the car over. “Mary, your ride has ended.”

She looked at him incredulously and didn’t move.

“Mary, get out of the car. Your ride has finished here. Look, I know that it’s a layby in the middle of nowhere, but that’s life. Now get out – go on, hurry.”

She’d barely shut the door when Jago took off at speed. As he looked in his rear-view mirror, he could see that Mary was giving him the finger.

He called Fi. “I’m not far behind you. I’ll meet you at the main entrance of the Mandurah Police Station.”

“Okay, Boss, we’re just arriving now.”

When Jago arrived in the silver car, he parked it beside the station. As he proceeded to the main entrance, he was aware of two men watching him. They were standing beside an unmarked car.

“Hi, Fi,” Jago said when he reached her at the door. “Have you spoken to anybody yet?”

“No, I’ve been waiting for you and nobody’s been out to speak to me.”

“Okay, let’s see what’s happening.”


Chapter 9

Jago reported to the main reception. “Hello, I’m Jack Jago and I’m here with my colleague and we’re here to meet with Captain Bennet.”

“Certainly, sir. May I see some form of photo identification for both of you, please?”

Jago and Fi passed the officer their passports.

“I’ll just copy these and make up your visitor passes. I’ll also contact Captain Bennet’s office and let him know you’re here. It’ll take a few minutes so why don’t you take a seat?”

“Sure, no problem. We’ll sit in the waiting room.”

After about ten minutes Benny walked into the waiting room and Jago stood to shake his hand.

“How are you, Jago?”

“Oh, I’m fine, and you?”

“Me, I’m just dandy.” Benny looked over at Fi. “Who do we have here then?”

Fi was on her feet. “Fi, may I introduce you to Captain Bennet of the TRG. He’s our liaison officer.”

Fi extended a hand. Benny’s hand met hers and he lingered on the handshake as he said, “It’s good to meet you, love. What does Fi stand for?”

“Well, let’s see. First, I’m not your love, and secondly, Fi stands for Fiona. But everyone I like calls me Fi.”

“What should I call you?”

As she walked over to Jago, she replied, “I haven’t decided yet. I’ll let you know.”

Benny shook his head, not knowing what to make of Fi.

"Shall we collect your passes and go to my office?”

“Lead the way,” said Jago.

They collected their passports and visitor passes and followed Benny through a secure door and into a long, shiny-tiled corridor.

Upon reaching Benny’s office Benny sat at his desk, opened a manila envelope, and took out two pieces of green paper. He handed one to each of them.

“These are your firearms permits. I got them processed a little quicker than usual. They permit you to carry one semiautomatic sidearm each.”

“That’s no good, Benny. We’re dealing with terrorists here and they don’t deal in pea-shooters. Fi has brought our usual weaponry and we must be able to use it if we’re going to be effective. Who do I see to get this changed?”

“I’m afraid that’s what our law allows.”

“Benny, how are we supposed to be effective under these constraints? Now, to my mind there must be some kind of contingency, a way around your law. How could you make it work for us?”

“I suppose I can get permission for an exception, or two. But I’ll need a couple of hours.”

“Fine, we’ll wait. And while we’re waiting … can you tell me where I can find Carl Holtz?”

“Oh, you are resourceful. And may I ask how you’ve come to know about Mr Holtz? And what would you want with him?”

“You can ask, but you won’t get an answer until I’ve spoken to him. Where can I find him?”

“He’s down the end of the corridor, the last door on the left.”

“Thanks. I’ll pay him a visit while you sort out the permits.”

Benny left the office with the documents in hand and a sheepish look on his face.

“Fi, have you got the keys to the black bags, please?”

“Yes, here they are.” She tossed him the keys. “I’ve got a message from Abi. She says she’s starting to get the intel through. They’ll let us know the minute they have anything useful.”

Jago unlocked the toughened bag and retrieved an MP5. He expertly stripped it down and began to clean it in a methodical, and somewhat therapeutic, manner. Fi noticed his focused state and didn’t disturb him. Instead, she slipped out of the station and called Abi.

“Abi, I’m with the boss and he’s not his usual self. I’ve just left him stripping down his MP5, and he’s almost in a trance while he’s doing it.”

“It must be tough for him,” said Abi. “But if anyone can pull through this, he can. We need to support him as much as we can. Don’t forget, he must have asked for you for a reason. He could have asked for Dom, but he was very specific that he wanted you on the ground.”

“Yes, I know. I don’t know why yet, though. Anyway, he’s the boss and I’ll be there for him. These bozos here aren’t much help so far. And it didn’t help that ASIS were tailing him.”

“No way! He’ll not be best pleased about that, I know.”

Fi paced. “He’s not, and he’s already found out where their boss is and is meeting with him shortly.”

“You mean this guy has agreed to meet Jago?”

“Not exactly. He doesn’t know Jago is paying him a visit. It’s a surprise.”

“Okay, Fi, keep me posted.”

“Will do.”

Fi returned to the office to find her leader gone. She assumed that he’d gone to see Mr Holtz.


***




With his MP5 slung over a shoulder, Jago knocked on the door. There was no response and he put his ear to the door. He heard a voice and assumed that Holtz was on the telephone. He waited for silence and then knocked again.

“Come in.”

Jago walked into the sparse office. There was a chair, a filing cabinet, and desk and chair all kept cool by the air conditioning, and tilted blinds at the window. A mousy-haired man sat at the desk. He was wearing a blue and white checked open neck shirt and a surprised look on his face.

“Good afternoon, Carl. It is Carl, isn’t it?”

“Yes, I’m Carl, Carl Holtz. What can I do for you?”

Jago sat down on the available chair. “Carl, let’s not beat about the bush. I know who you are and you know who I am. I want to know why your people were tailing me. And, might I add, not doing a great job of it.”

“I’m afraid, Mr Jago, that I’m not at liberty to discuss operations with subjects.”

“Oh, I’m a subject, am I? In what way would I be interesting to ASIS?”

“Like I said—”

Jago interjected, “Yes, you said, you’re not at liberty to discuss operations with the subjects of those operations. So, if you’re not able, who is? Give me a name and their whereabouts and I’ll speak to them.”

“I’m sorry, but I’m not able to do that.”

“Carl, you don’t seem to be able to do anything. Now, I’m not leaving here until I get answers. I’m here to help with an investigation. As you’re no doubt aware, I have considerable capabilities. And I don’t mind how I use those capabilities. For example, one of your men is lying on an airport floor trussed up like a turkey at the moment. He’ll be a little sore and bruised, but he’s a lucky one – he’ll live. Now, how shall I put this … If I don’t get answers, and quickly, things could change for the worse for you. Do you get my drift?”

“You’re bluffing. You wouldn’t use that weapon in here.”

“Who said anything about using a weapon?” said Jago, standing up and laying his weapon on the chair. He stepped towards Holtz, who backed up in his chair.

“Am I getting any answers or not? I’ve got a job to do and I don’t want your people crawling all over me, blowing my cover.”

The door opened and Benny stepped in.

“Ah, excellent, both of you together. How are you both getting on?”

Jago replied, “Oh, we’re getting on just fine, aren’t we, Carl?”

Carl stuttered, “Yes, we were just getting to know each other.”

“I’m glad you’re here, Benny,” said Jago. “Carl was just about to tell me why his people have been tailing me, weren’t you, Carl?”

Surprised, Benny asked, “Why are your people following Jago? He’s working with us.”

“We had to be sure.”

“Sure about what?” asked Benny.

Carl was uncomfortable, looking from Benny to Jago and Jago to Benny.

“We needed to be sure that you, Jago, are stable enough to be working with us. It was a sensible precaution. We needed to be sure that you’re up to the job. I didn’t want to compromise the operation.”

“I’m assuming you’ve seen my records, at least some of them?”

“Yes, we have.”

“Then I’m sure that you understand what I’m capable of and how I tick. I may have suffered a loss, but that doesn’t mean that I’ll be any less professional in my approach to this operation, or any other. It may mean that my resolve is stronger than ever before – and woe betide the perpetrators when I catch up with them. I suppose you Intelligence guys would prefer that we keep the perpetrators alive, so you can interrogate them in some faraway hole in the earth. That may or may not happen; it will depend entirely on them and their actions. Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes, crystal clear.”

“Now that matter is cleared up, shall we continue?” asked Benny.

“I’ll start by asking what intel you have that will help us in our investigation. And don’t tell me that you can’t tell us or I’ll be really miffed.”

Carl pointed to a chair beside his desk and invited Benny to sit down.

“I want you to understand that this is classified and privileged information and it is not to go beyond these walls.”

“Now wait a minute. I have a trusted colleague working with me and she needs to know everything if we’re to be effective, as does my team back in the UK.”

“I’m afraid that’s impossible.”

“Fine, then I’m out of here,” said Jago, picking up his MP5 as he walked towards the door.

“What do you mean, you’re out? There’s no choice in this,” said Carl.

Jago stopped at the door. “The deal was that you Aussies would share everything with us, and we’d share everything with you – and do most of the dirty work. We don’t mind doing that. But if you don’t keep your side of the deal, my team will walk. We’ll work on our own, with our own resources, and you guys will get nothing along the way. It’s your choice. I’m happy to share, but make no mistake: this is a reciprocal process.”

Benny peered over at Carl. “Carl,” he said, leaning on his desk, “this guy and his team are a gift for us. We get full deniability on any actions they take. Their capabilities are beyond ours, in that they don’t have any rules to follow, and nor do they have any budgetary or political restraints. Our political masters will not allow us to go where they can go. We need them.”

Carl pushed his wheeled office chair backwards across the tiled floor and stood, fully revealing his diminutive stature. He stretched and placed his hands on his head as he turned to look out of the window. He was silent, and then he sighed a huge sigh before turning to face the pair.

“Okay, okay. Full disclosure to you and your team both here and in the UK. I agree. Are you happy now?”

Jago asked, “Are you?”

The room fell silent. Benny broke the silence. “I’ll get Fi while you two make up.”

Benny left the room and closed the door.

“Look, Carl, if I put myself in your shoes, I’d want to know that I was all right to work too. What it revealed, though, is how weak and vulnerable your team are against someone with training. And that has got to worry you at least a little.”

Carl stared at Jago before answering. “You’re right, I am worried. We don’t really know what we’re up against here. The attackers were well prepared and professional. That much we know. Let’s say we start over?”

Carl walked around his desk and extended his hand. Jago shook it firmly.

“That’s fine with me, Carl. You need to calm your team down a little, in the spirit of cooperation, as I think I bruised a few egos out there.”

“I’ll have a few words with them, but they’ll get over it, I’m sure.”

There was a knock at the door and Benny entered with Fi.

“Carl, this is Fi, Jago’s colleague from the UK.”

“Hi. How’re you doing?”

“I’m fine, and you?”

“I’m good, we’re good – aren’t we, Jago?”

“Yes, we’re good to go.”

“Let’s go to the secure briefing room.”


Chapter 10

Carl picked up a dossier and led the way down the tiled passageway until they arrived at a metal door, at the side of which was a biometric entry system. He placed his hand on the scanner pad, which activated the voice recognition. At the prompts, Carl said his name and two colours, magenta and violet.

The door slid open and they all entered a tight space. Carl punched in a code on another pad and the inner sanctum door opened, revealing a small multimedia suite.

Carl took a device from his pocket and plugged it into the fixed laptop computer. “Please be seated. I won’t be a moment; I need to set this up.”

The air conditioning kicked in, and moments later the screen illuminated and the first photograph of many appeared.

Carl turned to Jago. “Are you cool with all of this?”

“Yes, I’m fine. Let’s move on.”

Carl showed them a series of photos from the scene of the attack.

“In this first picture, we can see the assembled drone fragments. This was a six-bladed drone – that’s six rotor blades – fitted with a live-streaming, high-definition camera. The technicians tell me that it was adapted by a professional to increase its battery power and subsequent flying time. This kind of drone is available at several stores, and we have people attempting to source the purchase point. I’m told that this particular model will live stream to a set of screen goggles, but by your first-hand account, Jago, the operator chose to use a different viewing platform. We assume that he made this choice so that he could better monitor his surroundings. Are there questions regarding the drone?”

“Have you been able to secure any footage from the drone?” asked Jago.

“Our technicians are working on the assumption that the footage was streamed to the perpetrators’ operating system and possibly to a black site. We’ll get updates as they progress their investigations.”

“If you let me know what they have already, I can pass it to my team, who’ll be able to assist.”

“Oh, your team’s not just operational then, i.e. in the field?”

“You’d be surprised what resources we have. Most of them would be beyond your budget.”

“Right, I’ll get them to send what they have over to your team. Let’s move on. Here we have photographs of the police presence at the festival. There were two senior officers, two mounted officers and eight officers on foot patrol. And they were all targeted first. The very first target was the police command post, which I understand you, Jago, are familiar with.”

Jago sat listening silently and showed no expression.

“A police-support helicopter took the next series of aerial photographs. For ease, they had divided the venue up into four parts: the most northerly point, the most southerly point and two parts in between. The northerly and southerly points also take in the parking areas at each end. They have marked the photos to identify the casualties.”

Carl gestured with the mouse pointer. “Here, marked in blue, we can see where the twelve police officers fell. The five orange indicators are adult females, and the six red indicators are adult males. Then we have those aged thirteen to eighteen: the three yellow indicators are females and the four green indicators are males. The two white indicators are female minors – so, under the age of thirteen – and the two black indicators are male minors. Can you see that’s thirty-four casualties now?”

Fi said, “What are the two double-yellow markers next to the blue indicators?”

Carl looked at the dossier for guidance. “Oh, I see. They’re the horses belonging to the mounted officers. One died at the scene. The other had to be put down.”

Benny rose to his feet, walked across the room and opened a cupboard, from which he grabbed four bottles of water and four glasses.

“Here you go, folks. We could be here for a while.”

Each took a bottle and glass before Carl continued.

“Other casualty numbers include four in a critical condition, eleven critical but stable, and twenty-three non-critical but badly injured people. They treated one hundred and twenty-three people that day. Now, these numbers are likely to change over time, and hopefully for the better. Although the four in a critical condition are touch and go. You should also note that in some cases there are multiple casualties within one family.”

Carl drank some water before continuing. “I have to say that the intelligence community had heard no chatter regarding this massacre. There were no indications that a terrorist or extremist organisation was planning anything on this scale.”

“What chatter did you hear? You’re careful with your words and it sounds like you heard something, but not on this scale, so what was that something?” asked Jago, pulling no punches.

Carl looked down and then at the dossier before answering. “We received intelligence of a rumour that there was to be a protesters’ demonstration at one of the large WA mines on the day of the festival. In recent times, some of these demonstrations have got a little physical, so we were prepared for that.”

“So, are you telling me that you diverted resources to protect the large mine based on this intelligence?”

“Yes, we placed our resources, including extra TRG, where the intelligence indicated we should,” responded Carl awkwardly.

“So, could this be a classic case of disinformation? Pulling you away from the main target, knowing that you would be short of manpower?”

“Yes, Jago, yes, we know with the benefit of hindsight that this looks like classic disinformation. And the sources are being investigated as we speak.”

“Who did you have on the ground at the venue – you know, from your intelligence team?” asked Fi.

Carl looked to the ceiling and took a deep breath before answering Fi’s question. “We had one intelligence officer on the ground.”

“You had one single intelligence officer on the ground?” said Jago. “Are you kidding me? You have intelligence, from seemingly unreliable sources, that a mine and its staff are at risk and you divert your officers to the mine. Yet a far larger group of vulnerable people out in the open only merits deploying one officer? That makes no sense. What kind of outfit are you running here? I mean, I’m assuming that the mines have barriers – you know, fences, gates, et cetera – that can act as a first-line defence, whereas these people were left high and dry out in the open. And the mine would have the resources to deploy private security contractors. Were the local police informed of any of this?”

Carl leapt to his department’s defence. “Look, you don’t understand the politics here, or the budgetary restraints. We’ve got the whole state to cover and we’re under-resourced. I think we do a bloody good job with what we’ve got. We’d love to do better, we’d love nothing more, but we just haven’t got the resources. And to answer your question, no, local police were not informed, and that was a decision made at the highest level.”

“I’m sorry, but politics won’t do any good here. Who were the sources?”

“We’ve got three officers in deep cover in activist groups. Two of them passed information to us regarding the possible demonstration.”

“And the other officer?” asked Jago. “What about them? What did they report?”

“We’ve had no contact with her for about a week.”

“You think that your reporting officers were being fed disinformation? I mean, the information they’ve had until now, has that been credible?”

“Yes, their information has been invaluable in preventing injury, damage and possible loss of life, not to mention loss of revenue for the mines that this state and country rely upon. We had no reason to question their information.”

“How long have they been undercover?”

“I’d need to check that. I’ve only been here eight months. Give me a moment to check the dossier.”

Carl flicked through the pages of the dossier, and Fi turned to Jago and whispered, “Boss, this is a classic disinformation sting. If these are just activists then I’m a Dutchman.”

Benny interjected, “What did I hear you say about a Dutchman, mate?”

“It’s an expression, meaning I can’t believe that these are just activists. This has all the hallmarks of a professional operation. Maybe someone’s infiltrated the activist groups for their own ends. I’m putting it out there because it doesn’t sound right.”

Carl found the information. “Ah, here we have it. The first officer infiltrated the No Mine Action Group, NMAG, eighteen months ago. She’s been very active. The group is largely peaceful, although there’s a small group of hotheads within it. They can in no way be construed as a splinter group, and they’ve been contained to date.

“The second officer has been undercover for the last eleven months and he has been sporadic in his reports. This is largely because he’s been working in a mine and has infiltrated a group of miners who are, strangely enough, anti-mine activists. Their actions have been low-level sabotage. You know the sort of thing: tampering with the machinery, causing accidents, cutting fences to allow others to enter mine areas, et cetera.

“The third officer is working differently. She’s got a job as a personal assistant to a high-ranking national mine official, a Mr Eugene Saunders. She’s been in the role for eight months and built up quite a portfolio of intelligence regarding the target and his associates. If she doesn’t check in with us, it’s for no longer than three or four days. A week is unusual, and we are concerned that we can’t make contact via the usual channels.”

“What sort of intel has been coming through?” asked Jago.

“Associates and some offshore accounts, all of which points to high-level corruption: some protection funds, misrepresentation of financial results and production outputs, et cetera, et cetera, et cetera.”

“But not enough to lock Saunders up?” asked Fi.

“Yes, we have more than enough to lock him up, but we want more than just him, Fi. He’s just the puppet, and we want the puppet master who’s pulling his strings.”

“Do we have any candidates for the puppet master?” asked Jago.

“We’re still assessing potential candidates, but two have come to the fore.”

Carl displayed a photo taken from long range. It featured a dark-haired man on an exercise bike on a terrace in a luxury setting, a villa or similar somewhere warm. A wider version of the same scene revealed a heavily armed perimeter-protection team of four.

“The man on the bike is Carlos Vega Fernandez. As you can imagine, Carlos is Spanish, and he’s wanted – not only by the Spanish authorities, I might add – for the usual gangster stuff: profiteering, trafficking of people and drugs, and possibly weapons. We took this picture in the Maldives a month ago. Carlos’s name cropped up in our mine official’s agenda two months ago.”

“And the second candidate?”

“That one’s more cautious. He only travels at night and prefers not to be out in the daylight. Here is the last-known photograph of him, at a hotel in Singapore a year ago. We understand that he too took a holiday to the Maldives last month at the same time as Mr Fernandez.”

Carl displayed the photograph of a tall man with fair hair, dressed in a suit and overcoat.

“This, we believe, is Boris Fischer, aka Wilhelm Fischer, aka Heinrich Muller, and aka Franz Bruns. He always travels with two companions, one male and one female. We assume that the female is his PA and the man is his bodyguard.”

“Why is he so difficult to get close to?”

“He’s extremely cautious. He changes plans at short notice – cancels meetings, switches venues, dates, times, et cetera. He’s difficult to pin down in one place.”

“What do we know about his operations?”

“Everything seems to be controlled from afar. And when I say controlled, I mean that. He pays violent, aggressive individuals very well to enforce his will. Eight members of a family were found hanged in their home in India last month. Each had their hands tied behind their back. They forced the grandmother to watch so that she could tell the rest of the community what had happened. The community had been complaining about a water shortage and they were blaming a nearby industrial plant for water overuse and excessive waste – a plant which we think is controlled by one of Fischer’s companies. The people of the village don’t complain anymore and many are moving away, making the land inexpensive, so the plant can expand.”

“So, apart from being in the Maldives at the same time as Saunders, why is Fischer a potential candidate? Was he in the mine official’s agenda too?”

“No, but his assistant was.” Carl showed them a photograph of a tall, tanned brunette dressed in a smart black designer dress. Her long hair was swept to one side, hiding one arm of her Prada sunglasses. She wore jewelled bracelets on each wrist and a pendant to match.

“This is Cruz Grey, Harvard graduate and personal assistant to a man who is wanted in multiple countries for everything from arms smuggling to shipping dope. The question is, what is a nice girl like that doing with a man like him?”

“Is there anything to suggest that they are in a relationship?” Fi asked.

“I’m afraid that is too obvious, Fi. No, she was in fact having a relationship with our undercover officer, Amy Keller, until a month ago.”

Benny said, “That brings a whole new meaning to undercover work.”

The others in the room just looked at him.

“What? I only said what others were thinking, didn’t I?”

Carl shot Benny a look. “Shall we move on?”

“Yeah, sure, let’s move on.”

“What happened a month ago?” asked Fi.

“Grey wanted our girl, Keller, to pass information to her about an upcoming deal involving a mine land grab. And new land for mining.”

“Okay, what exactly is a mine land grab; how does that work?” asked Fi.

“As far as I know it goes like this. All mines have a lifespan and some are in their last ten or twenty years, maybe more. Officials could falsify site production, bringing it lower than projected, knowing that below a certain level the company will run at a loss and will want to close the mine earlier than planned.”

“But what can they do with the land afterwards? From what I can gather most mines are in the middle of nowhere,” said Jago.

“The land would sell cheaply and be snapped up by developers for resorts. There was talk that one company was willing to fork out millions for one site. They planned a luxury resort: golf course, manmade lake for water sports, a casino and private airstrip – the full monty. The people of the old town nearby had been reliant on the mine for their livelihoods, so they’d have been grateful for the work, and the company that owned the mine would have relinquished any further responsibility for the area.”

“So, these deals are potentially worth millions?” asked Jago.

“If not more, if we consider the types of investors they may attract. The likelihood is that most of them will be in the same circle, with a peppering of legitimate investors. Hence the need for a Harvard graduate on the team.”

“Do we know why Grey and your officer were meeting? Was it business or a relationship thing?” asked Fi.

“Keller reported it as a business meeting without mentioning any names,” said Carl. “We assumed that it would have been with Saunders. And she’s had plenty of meetings before and there was no warning signal or anything to make us think differently.”

“Do you think Grey knew Keller was undercover?” asked Fi. “I mean, if we suppose that she did, that would mean Grey had some leverage in blackmailing Keller for the information, wouldn’t she?”

Jago cut in. “That’s true. But the attack is too strong a response, isn’t it? There’s something else at play here; we’re missing something. Benny, have any of the anti-mine groups or any terrorist group claimed responsibility yet?”

“That’s a negative.”

“The ex-miner with a bullet in the back of his head, Liam Harper. Which group did he belong to?” asked Jago.

“As far as we know, he didn’t belong to any of them. Sure, he knew some members, but he wasn’t actively taking part in meetings or actions with them,” said Carl.

Jago paused momentarily. “So how was he recruited? Can we get a copy of his file?”

Carl wrote a reminder note. “Done. You’ll have it by the morning.”

“What footage has shown up on the phones and cameras seized on the day?”

“Our guys are still trawling through all of that. I’ll let you know what turns up.”

“Do we have IDs for the pilot who fell off the roof and our man who shot himself?” asked Fi.

“We ran their details through several international databases,” Carl said. “The fingerprints of the one who shot himself match those found on a sniper’s rifle in South Africa two years ago. There was no identification at that time. The helicopter pilot was an Australian national and registered with the Australian air authority. He left the military with an exemplary record, but in the last five years he’s been questioned frequently regarding the smuggling of contraband and other as yet unstated items. He leaves behind a wife and three children. Our guys are over in Sydney interviewing the wife now, and I’ll let you know what transpires.”

Jago sat back in his chair and clasped his hands behind his head. “Shooting oneself to avoid capture is radical,” he said. “More often than not, it’s the action of a radicalised terrorist, not an environmental activist. And considering what you’ve just told us about the fingerprints on the sniper’s rifle, I’m more inclined to believe there is some kind of terrorist involvement here. It may be in the background, but there is some involvement. The question is: why? Why align yourself with a bunch of amateur environmentalists? It just doesn’t add up, not yet at least. When the prints were found on the sniper’s rifle, do we know who the target was?”

Carl was busy writing copious notes. He didn’t have the answers to half of the questions and he knew that he had a challenging time ahead of him.

A buzzing sound filled the room.

“Excuse me,” said Carl, “one of my colleagues is trying to contact me. I won’t be a moment.”

Carl stepped out of the room and into the sterile area, where he was met by a shabby-looking man of about thirty years of age. Jago watched as the two men talked. The man handed Carl a sheet of paper and Carl re-entered the room.

Carl shared the news. “We’ve had some kind of development. We’re not sure of the significance yet, but it may show that there’s a third person at large. Immediately after the incident, the security and emergency services took over the local seniors’ and community centre as a temporary morgue. They photographed all casualties on entry, and scanned their fingerprints, and extracted blood samples. During the chaos, a white male purporting to be a paramedic, in full paramedic uniform, arrived to remove one of the bodies. He had the relevant paperwork and everything, including an ambulance outside, and they released the body into his care.”

Benny spoke up. “Why one particular body? What was so special about this one?”

“I’ll come to that. But first I want to explain that of all the casualties we had, there were two fatalities without gunshot or explosion-related wounds. After initial examination, the medics thought at the time that they had died because of a heart attack. Which, considering the circumstances, is feasible. However, it turns out that the body requested was that of our mine official, Eugene Saunders.”

Carl allowed the team to absorb the new information before continuing, “Last night, at two a.m., the local police in the district of Hillarys in North Perth received a call stating that there was activity in the town’s crematorium. An officer who attended the scene to investigate came under fire and he was wounded in the exchange of fire. He is critical but stable, and unable to give us an account. There was an ambulance parked at the rear of the crematorium and someone set this on fire, possibly with an explosion. Preliminary reports suggest that they used a grenade. Locals reported hearing shots and an explosion before a four-by-four was seen leaving the scene. We have no vehicle registration, just a description of the vehicle, which looks to be a black or blue Toyota pickup. It was heading north.”

“Bloody hell, there must be hundreds of black or blue Toyota pickups,” said Benny.

“This one has a white wheel cover on the back with a logo on it and a white or light-coloured sticker on the driver’s door. That’s what we’ve got to go on. We’re assuming that it belongs to a local, so the local populace is being canvassed and patrol officers are on the lookout.”

Jago stood to study a map on the wall. “This is the only lead we have. We have to pursue it unless something else turns up. In what direction were they seen heading?”

Carl examined the paper in his hand. “Hang on … they were heading out onto the Mitchell Freeway, heading north.”

“What’s north? Anything outstanding?” asked Fi.

“You name it, it’s there: bush, large open spaces, small coastal towns, the lot.”

“What about cameras on the freeway, have we got access?” asked Jago.

“Yes, but there are only a few, and it’ll take hours to capture and process.”

“Who’s on it now?” questioned Jago.

“Nobody has been tasked yet,” replied Carl.

“Get me last night’s footage and I’ll send it to my team.”

“Okay, done. Do you need anything else?” asked Carl.

“Yes. We’ll need a helicopter and two pilots, and a live satellite feed.”

“Two pilots? Why two?”

“This will be fluid and I can’t afford to have any sleepy pilots slowing us down.”

Carl replied, “I’ll see what I can do.”

Jago looked pointedly at Benny, to remind him of their earlier conversation.

“Oh, Carl, don’t worry,” Benny said, “the navy have offered their resources. I’ll get one of their helicopters for Jago and Fi.”

“You mean that you want to go alone?” Carl said to Jago. “But you don’t know the territory.”

“Then give me someone who does, and quickly; we leave in an hour.” Jago looked at his watch. “That’s one fifteen p.m.”

Carl racked his brains. “You can take Mikey; he knows the ground well. Oh, but he’s the one you met at the airport.”

“He’ll have to do. I want him at the main entrance in one hour, kitted up for a long ride, and I will need that live satellite imagery access by the time we get there.”

“Okay, satellite, I’m on it. I’ll message you when it’s up and running for you,” confirmed Carl.

Jago didn’t bother to reply and made to leave the room, but then stopped himself.

“You didn’t say who the target was in South Africa and whether the sniper was successful?”

Carl looked down at his dossier. “The target was the environmental campaigner Dr Kirsten Dunn. And the sniper was unsuccessful in killing her; she was wounded in the shoulder.”

“Wasn’t she the woman who was kidnapped in the Middle East years ago?” asked Fi.

“Yes, that’s her.”

“Fi,” said Jago, “next time you speak to Abi, get her to find out what she can about Dr Dunn.”


Chapter 11

It was 1.10 p.m. and Jago was waiting at the main entrance of the police station for Fi and their new companion, Mikey. Jago was wearing soft-top ankle boots, sand-coloured trousers with side pockets and a multi-pocketed lightweight shirt. He was also wearing a tan thigh holster complete with magazine pouches for both his Sig Sauer P239 pistol and his HK MP5, and an Eickhorn SEK-M1 combat knife. Beside him was a rucksack, attached to which was his body armour.

The sounds of the helicopter’s rotors gradually increased as it headed towards the station. Fi walked up, similarly kitted out to Jago and carrying her rucksack on her wide shoulders.

“Boss, are we good to go?”

“We need to wait on Mikey. Have you seen him?”

“No, I can’t say I have. Abi just called and confirmed that they received the first set of data from the freeway CCTV. She’s also trying to pull satellite imaging for the area, although it will be sporadic, based on the flight path. It may prove fruitful, though, if we have a general sense of direction.”

“She knows she can contact us, doesn’t she?”

“Yes, she knows. She helped charge and pack the Iridium Extreme sat phones.”

Mikey appeared. “Hi, I’m Mikey to those of you who don’t already know me.”

Jago looked him up and down before asking, “You got the message we’ll be out on a fluid op, didn’t you?”

“Yes, my boss gave me the full rundown. Why do you ask?”

“Where’s your kit? We won’t be home for tea, you know. We’ll be staying out until the job’s done.”

Mikey was wearing a short-sleeved checked shirt and blue jeans. He had a holstered pistol. He examined the equipment that Jago and Fi were carrying.

“I see that you’ve come well equipped. I wasn’t made aware that we’ll be out that long. I’ll just grab some gear.”

The helicopter was nearing.

“No, you won’t,” said Jago. “We’re leaving now, with or without you. If that’s what you’ve got, that’s what you’ve got. Where’s your body armour? You know someone shot a policeman last night, don’t you, and that we’re after the perpetrator who shot him? Go on, you’ve got five minutes to get some armour or we leave without you.”

Mikey didn’t move.

“Well, what are you waiting for? Get going, and get yourself some water too. Come on, Fi, let’s get to the heli.”

They boarded the helicopter and stowed their rucksacks before putting on headsets.

A strong Australian accent came over the headset. “Hi, guys, I’m Captain Ian Brown the pilot of this helicopter and my co-pilot here is Captain Steve Chambers. You must be Jago, and I’m sorry, I don’t know your colleague’s name?”

“Hi, gents, this is Fi, just Fi, and we’re waiting for one other. If he’s not here in two minutes, we’ll get going.”

“We can wait; it’s no problem for us.”

“It’s a problem for me. We need to play catch-up and can’t afford to lose any time. I take it you guys have sufficient kit, food and water, et cetera, to keep you going for at least a couple of days?”

“Yes, we understand that we could be out for a while and we’ve plotted refuelling and replenishment stops in the north. If we get redirected, we’ll just re-plot.”

Mikey arrived at the helicopter carrying a rucksack and wearing the requisite body armour. He jumped into the helicopter, shut the door and placed a headset on his head.

“Right, I’m here, and I got some gear from a colleague. Where are we heading?”

Fi spoke first. “We’re heading north on Mitchell Freeway. The first possible sightings we have on camera are on the freeway before a town called Cervantes. And the local police there have a sighting at a petrol station in the town.”

She leaned forward and passed the coordinates to the pilots, and within minutes they were up in the air.

Mikey made a phone call which lasted two minutes. When he hung up, he said, “Jago, the local police will meet us at the landing zone and keep the area closed off. They know the petrol station manager well and will accompany us.”

“Fine with me,” said Jago, “as long as they don’t get in the way. All we need from them is some local intel.”

“I understand … well, at least I think I do. I mean, we’re all on the same side, aren’t we?”

“Look, Mikey, these people we’re after are serious players. They don’t think twice about killing anyone in their way. Now, the local police do a great job in their area on the low-level stuff, and in all fairness a lot of them only receive training that supports that parochial need. But when we get into the territory we’re into, they’re out of their league and can best serve us with on-the-ground information. I don’t want to sound derogatory, but nor do I want any local law enforcement getting hurt and leaving behind wives, husbands and kids. I’m here to protect them and seek our target. Do you understand where I’m coming from?”

Mikey looked Jago in the eye. “Yes, I understand. We all have our roles to play.”

“Yes, we do. Can I ask you a personal question, Mikey?”

“Yeah, sure, go ahead.”

“Have you ever killed anyone? I mean, it’s unusual for an intel officer to get involved in the action, but sometimes the need arises.”

“No, no, I haven’t.”

Mikey didn’t think he needed to reciprocate the question.

“That’s good, Mikey,” said Jago. “Try to keep it that way if you can. Believe me, it’s best to avoid those kinds of situations. But the question is, if you had to, would you?”

“What, kill? Pull the trigger?”

“Or do it with your bare hands, or a knife? Would you, Mikey?”

“I guess if it was them or me, then yeah, I would, no doubt.”

“What if it was them or me, or Fi here? What would you do then?”

Mikey stuttered, “I’d, I’d do the same.”

“You don’t sound so sure now, Mikey,” said Jago. “What do you think, Fi? I mean, if we’re out there in the bush and get jumped and Mikey is the only one between us and death, do you think we can trust him?”

“I’m not so sure, Boss. He did massively hesitate, and we all know there’s no room for hesitation in this game. Hesitate and you die, right?”

Mikey was getting a little unnerved. His palms and forehead were sweating and his mouth was parched. He reached for a bottle of water in his rucksack and gulped down half of it.

“Take it easy on the water, Mikey,” said Jago. “We don’t know when we’ll get replenished.”

“Ah, okay. I see what you mean,” said Mikey, quickly screwing the top back on to the bottle.


Chapter 12

After a forty-five-minute flight, they arrived at Cervantes. Jago, Fi and Mikey alighted from the helicopter. Once they were clear of the rotors, a uniformed officer approached them.

“How are you? I’m John Hinks and this is my patch. I received a message to meet you here and give you some local information.”

Mikey said, “Hi, it’s good to meet you. What can you tell us? You don’t mind if we walk while we talk, do you?”

They walked towards the petrol station.

“You’re not even going to give me your names?” said Hinks. How do I know you’re the people I’m supposed to meet?”

“Officer Hinks, you’re right,” said Mikey. “But how many people do you get flying in here after a massacre on a navy helicopter armed to the teeth? Now tell me that. If we’re not giving you our names, it’s because we don’t need to. We’ve work to do, and so do you. Now, that information, please?”

Hinks was taken aback by Mikey’s directness. “Seeing as you put it like that … let’s go. The petrol station security cameras picked up a vehicle matching the description and we have grainy images of the driver.”

“Was he alone? It was a man, I suppose?” asked Mikey.

“Yes, he was alone. He arrived at the servo, fuelled up and even filled two jerrycans too. He’s maybe heading for the bush,” suggested Officer Hinks.

“Or taking precautions,” interjected Jago.

“Blimey, you’re a Pom. What’s all this got to do with you?”

“More than you imagine, John, more than you can imagine.”

Then Officer Hinks realised that the third person was Fi, tooled up and ready for action.

“And a Sheila. What’s the world coming to? How you doing, love?” asked Officer Hinks.

Fi threw him a look and said nothing.

“I guess you’re doing all right then.”

“Did he buy anything else?” asked Mikey.

“I don’t know. We’ll ask the cashier.”

They arrived at the petrol station to find the young cashier tidying a shelf and the manager in his cluttered office.

“Fi, check the cameras and download the footage for Abi,” said Jago. He turned to the cashier. “Hello, can you tell me which pump the man used, please?”

The young woman blushed as she answered, “Pump number three. Why?”

“Did anyone else use that pump afterwards?”

“Hang on, I’ll check on the cash register.”

She punched buttons and reviewed the results on the screen. “Here we are. It was early – we open at five – and most people choose the pump closest to the door, so only four other people have used it after him.”

“And do you wipe down the pumps at night before closing?” asked Jago.

“Yes, every night. We do a deep clean once a month. That was last Tuesday, and they get washed down and wiped every day. If we didn’t, we’d get a build-up of fuel residue.”

“That’s great. Thanks for your help. Oh, and one other thing: the four other people who used the pump, would they be local people?”

“Err, yes, I think they were.” She looked at her screen again to check. “Yes, two were on a local business’s account, and one was Mrs Drew; she runs the bakery in town. I can’t remember who the other one was, but I can check on the camera, if you like?”

“That would be great,” said Jago. “My colleague is in there with the manager. Would you let her know who it was?”

“Okay, no problem.”

The young cashier was eager to help and disappeared into the back office.

Jago walked outside and assessed the scene. He re-entered the shop area and strode over to Mikey.

“Mikey, can we get the officer to cordon off pumps three and four? And I want photos taken of all the tracks in that area and prints taken off pump three. Then forensics can eliminate the prints of the locals who used the pump this morning. And accept no excuses about how long it’ll take. I want the information as soon as possible. And can you check with your boss about our satellite access?”


***




Inside the back office, Fi watched the camera footage with the station manager, Bob.

“Can we rewind to the point where his vehicle pulls up at the pump?” asked Fi.

“Sure, no problem.”

Bob found the spot and played it again.

Fi watched intently. “Stop. Can you slow it down?”

Bob rewound it again and played with the buttons. The footage came to life in slow motion. Fi watched as the man pulled up in the pickup, turned the engine off and, while remaining seated, looked around outside of the vehicle. He then bent down to his footwell, possibly placing something from his lap onto the floor, out of sight.

“Okay, let’s move forward,” said Fi.

They watched the man alight from the vehicle. He appeared nervous, constantly looking around him in the quiet of the early morning. He filled the tank and then took out two jerrycans from the rear of the pickup. He filled them and entered the shop area to pay. They watched as he opened the fridge and took out milk, then picked up three chocolate bars and arrived at the counter. He placed his items on the counter and leaned on the glass top, chatting to the cashier. Fi noted that he’d opened the right-side fridge door with his right hand and this supported his right-handed operation of the petrol pump. He’d also placed both of his hands flat on the counter.

“What does that say on his back?” inquired Fi. “Is it some sort of design?”

Bob stared at the screen intently.

“He might be a bikie. We don’t get many around here, but the policeman would know better.”

“A bikie? You mean like a biker – rides a motorcycle and is more than likely in a gang of some sort?”

“Yeah, that’s it. You’ve got it,” said Bob. “There’re loads of different groups around. Mind you, the law’s cracked down on them. They can’t go around in more than twos, can’t meet in public places and other stuff.”

“Are they just symbolic or are they into drugs, weapons and stuff?”

“No, they’re not just out for a Sunday ride on the beach,” replied Bob. “They’re mixed up in all sorts of stuff, and there’s always gang-on-gang violence.”

“Okay, thanks for that. So, he’s wearing what looks to be dirty brownish boots, well-worn blue jeans, a white-and-blue-checked shirt and a denim waistcoat with a design on the back. Can you print off the image of his back?” asked Fi.

“Yeah, sure. Just a tick.”

Bob printed off the image while Fi took out her portable drive. She immediately uploaded the images and sent them to Abi.

The cashier appeared at the office door and stood there nervously.

“The Englishman said to come in here and look at the cameras for one customer this morning on pump three.”

Fi turned. “He did, did he? Then we’d better look. Bob, can you do the honours and take the controls?”

The three watched as the footage rewound to the time after the suspect’s visit.

“There he is,” said the excited cashier. “It’s Mr Burnett from over at the packaging plant. I thought it might be, but I wasn’t sure.”

“Well done, and thanks, both of you. You’ve been most helpful,” said Fi as she left her chair with the printout in hand and headed to leave the back office.

She found Jago in the main shop. “Boss, we need to close the station, or at least the shop area. He’s possibly left prints on the fridge and on the counter. And he might be what we would call a biker, and he’s possibly wearing his gang’s colours.”

“Okay, let’s talk with John and the manager – what’s his name, Bob?” asked Jago.

“Yes, Bob. He’s been really helpful.”

Jago gathered the policeman and Bob together.

“Look, we need to cordon off pumps three and four and close the shop until we can get fingerprints lifted from certain areas and recorded. John, how long will it take to do that? Because we want to get Bob back up and running and not losing business.”

“Let me make a couple of calls and I’ll see what I can do,” said John, under pressure.

Jago turned to Bob. “Where would someone go for food at that time of the morning around here?”

“There’s a cafe, The Blue Diamond, that opens at around six thirty most days. It’s on the corner of Biscay Street and Catalonia Street, just before you turn left towards the ocean.”

“Thanks, Bob. I appreciate that.”

Jago found Mikey outside with Fi. “Mikey, can we get John to take you and Fi over to a cafe called The Blue Diamond. It’s close to here. It would be the only place open at that time of the morning and our guy was heading in that direction.”

“Sure, I’ll get him to take us over now.”


***




Jago called Abi.

“Abi, what have you got for me?”

“Wow, that’s direct. No, ‘Hi, how are you?’ Are you all right, Boss?”

“Yes. Sorry, Abi. I’m just busy, that’s all. You know how it is.”

“Actually, I don’t know how it is at all. I’ve never been where you are now. Are you sleeping, eating?”

“Yes to all the above, and no, I’ve not hit the bottle or anything like that. Now, thank you for your concern but can I please have some info?”

“Okay, here goes. Our man at the remote gun control was Liam Harper, aged thirty-four, unemployed after being fired for misconduct from the largest mine in the area fourteen months ago. He’s recently separated and is pending divorce and has two children. He took the split really badly and started drinking heavily. Publicly, he blamed the mine management for his demise. He would have been a prime stooge to groom for the main players behind the attack.”

“I want you to ask our Aussie friends if there was any link between Harper and a biker gang, or bikies as they call them here?” asked Jago.

“But haven’t you got an intel guy with you to ask?”

“Between you and me, Abi, he’s not proving to be the sharpest pencil in the box so far. You might get more joy from some of his desk-bound colleagues.”

Abi offered more intel. “According to forensics, it seems that Harper had no contact with the van or the fixed-mounted machine gun. They’ve found no prints or gunshot residue to link him.”

“What about the control console? Is that traceable?”

“Bernie’s working on that, amongst other things.”

“You mean he’s back at work? How come? It’s only two weeks since his wife was in the car crash.”

“He says that she’s at home recuperating, Boss, and that her sister is staying with her. He says she’s mobile on crutches and he’ll take time off to take her to her appointments, if that’s okay with you?”

“Of course it’s okay. But I didn’t expect him to be back for weeks. Is he okay? He seemed pretty shocked before I left.”

“He’s fine. He’s probably better at work, keeping his mind occupied. You know how that is, don’t you, Boss?”

“Yes, I know, Abi, only too well. I won’t speak to him at the moment, but please give him my best, for him and his wife.”

“I will, Boss. By the way, the labels in Harper’s clothing were nothing out of the ordinary; they were all bought from the local Kmart store. As for the tan line on his wrist, it was definitely from a watch, which, it seems, was his pride and joy. He posted plenty of photos on social media with him wearing it. Apparently, his grandfather bequeathed him some money. He paid off the mortgage, put the kids in a private school and bought himself a posh watch.”

“What make is the watch?” enquired Jago.

“Let me see … ah, there it is. It’s a Patek Philippe Aquanaut dual-time men’s watch, all of which I’ve never heard of.”

“Me neither. Tell me what it looks like, just in case we come across someone with it.”

“I’ll send you a photo in a mo’, but as a description to be going on with, it’s got a black composite strap and a stainless-steel casing. The face is black with white hands and luminescent hour markers, and evidently you can tell home and local time, hence the dual time.”

“Sounds impressive,” said Jago. “Where on earth did you get all that information, and how much would that have set him back?”

“He’d posted it on Facebook and, stupidly, he’d posted the price too. Wait for it … It says here that he paid forty thousand dollars, so not too much. I’ve just checked online, and that’s a relatively inexpensive watch from this brand.”

“Okay, do you know if the tech guys have retrieved anything from the computers, console and modem yet?”

“No, Boss, we’ve heard no news to date. But we traced the order for the pizza. It was a cash payment made the night before the attack at the takeaway Pizza House in the town. Someone collected it. And before you ask, they have no CCTV, but a very nice policeman is going around to take statements.”

“And the three mugs?”

“Nothing has turned up on the mugs yet. Someone used them but left them unwashed, and we’re waiting to match any DNA with Harper’s and the guy who shot himself. And there’s no identity match for him yet either.”

“Okay, Abi, keep me posted, and if I’m not available, let Fi know what’s going on, will you?”

“Okay, Boss, will do. Take it easy and look after yourself.”

“I will. Thanks, Abi.”


Chapter 13

Jago returned to the helicopter, where the pilots were sitting enjoying a cold drink.

“Hi, Jago. Did we have any luck?” asked Captain Ian Brown.

“He’s been here all right. Fi and Mikey have gone to one of the local cafes to see if he visited there. They should be back soon. I’m going to jump in the back and grab some shut-eye, if that’s okay with you guys?”

“Yeah, no problem. You get your head down, albeit for a few minutes.”


***




Jago stirred upon hearing the voices of Fi and Mikey approaching outside of the helicopter.

He got to feet and alighted the craft. “Say nothing yet. I want the pilots to know what’s going on. Fi, can you call them over, please?”

The pilots were walking around the helicopter, going through their check routine, and returned with Fi.

“Right, Fi, what have we got so far?”

“He was definitely there, Boss. He parked in their car park before they opened. He drank two black coffees, and ate a bacon sandwich and some pancakes. He only spoke to order his food and drink, and then left at around six forty-five a.m.”

“Did you get any camera footage or a better description?” asked Jago.

“They had no cameras, but the girl could say he was about six foot one, unshaven and unkempt. He also had a tattoo of a woman on his lower left arm. She seemed to think the colours he was wearing belong to a bikie gang called the Deans from somewhere north of here.”

Jago turned to Mikey. “Did you get any further information, from the officer or anyone else?”

“The only thing of any consequence was that he left town in the same direction as he arrived. I think we can safely assume he was heading north.”

“Mikey, have you heard from your boss yet about the satellite imaging?”

“I spoke to him. He said he’ll get back to us within the hour.”

“Well, that’s about now. Can you give him another call, please, before we take off? asked Jago. “It would be handy to have the satellite imagery at this stage.”

“Yes, I’ll call him now.”

As Mikey was making his call, the pilots carried on with their checks and Jago relayed his conversation with Abi to Fi.

Mikey returned. “This is just amazing! We have the access to the satellite. Just tell them where you want it and they’ll relay the live pictures to us. Here’s the coding you need. We have it for just twenty-four hours.”

Mikey handed Jago a set of handwritten codes and Jago punched them into his phone, which he then plugged into a laptop.

Jago put on his headset. “How long would it take to get to Geraldton?” he asked Ian Brown, the pilot.

“About an hour and a quarter.”

“And from there to the next main town, which looks to be Carnarvon?”

“I’ll just check to see if we can shave off any time.”

The pilots conferred with one another for a couple of minutes.

“It depends whether we’re following the freeway or not, but let’s say two and a half hours more.”

“Okay, let’s head for Geraldton first. I’ll check the images we get and will let you know of any changes.”

“Roger that, Jago. Taking off now.”

Within a couple of minutes, the rotors were at full speed and the helicopter lifted. The pilots set a course northward, tilted the nose and soared towards the coastline running parallel to the freeway.

Images came through on Jago’s laptop. The initial ones had been pre-recorded throughout the morning at periodic intervals. Fi moved closer to see the images.

“The Toyota is just leaving Cervantes on the freeway heading north. Let’s assume he’s doing between eighty and ninety miles an hour. That would place him near Arrowsmith,” said Fi.

Jago manipulated the images in their time sequence. Sure enough, the pickup featured an hour later, just north of Arrowsmith at a junction where he would take the Brand Highway to continue northward.

Jago turned to Mikey. “Mikey, I know there’re no cameras on the freeway or highway this far north, but with so little traffic would it be possible to intercept a mobile phone signal from the few cars that are on the highway?”

“To be honest, I don’t know, but I can try to find out from one of our techies.”

“That would be good, Mikey, if you can. Maybe we can isolate his signal or lock on to it. We don’t know if he’s going north or what his true destination is, so it would be good to have some clue.”

Jago followed the sequence of images and set the plotter an hour ahead, which would place his man in Geraldton.

“Let’s move it back a quarter of an hour, Boss,” suggested Fi.

Jago adjusted the sequence and they scanned the images. There was still no sign of the pickup.

“Let’s go back another quarter of an hour,” said Jago.

Jago adjusted the sequence and they scanned the images once more. There was still no sign of the pickup.

“Let’s go back farther,” said Jago, then, "Well, there’s nothing there. Let’s go back another fifteen minutes.”

Having found the image of the Toyota pickup, the pair scrutinised it in great detail. What they were seeing was a junction: left to Dongara and then on to Geraldton, right to Mingenew and then on to Three Springs.

“So far we’ve assumed that he’s heading north to Geraldton, but let’s have a look where he would end up if he took the right towards Three Springs.”

They switched programs and scoured the maps.

Jago made an observation. “Unless he’s going out into the bush, I can see no reason why he would head over to Three Springs. Let’s work on the images of the area between the junction and Geraldton and see what turns up. Maybe he’s pulled up at the side of the road under some trees?”

They sorted images into ten-minute slices of time and examined them one by one. As they viewed the main road into Dongara, they observed a petrol station with a few parked cars and four-by-fours. He wasn’t there. On the opposite side of the road they could make out three huge road trains parked up alongside one another. They scanned the images of the main thoroughfare in the town of Dongara.

“Here!” exclaimed Jago. “We have two four-by-four pickups matching the description parked in the shade under trees. You can just make out the second one as the images pass the area. The time stamp is twelve oh five p.m. Let’s have a look at what’s around that area – cafes, hotels, shops et cetera. Mikey, can you get in touch with the Dongara police to find out if there are any cameras in the vicinity of Moreton Terrace, especially in the area of the estate agents and the sport and fishing-tackle shop?”

“Okay, will do. I’m on it now, Jago.”

Jago spoke to the pilot. “How far are we from Dongara, and how close can we land to these coordinates?”

He handed the coordinates over to the co-pilot.

“Give us a few minutes to plot the course and we’ll let you know.”

“Boss, it’s two fifty p.m. now. He’s still got a two-hour plus lead on us. Unless he’s stopped off for a feed and some sleep. He’s been up all night, and as far as we know he’s driving alone,” said Fi.

Mikey raised his head. “Either that or he has a meeting up ahead that’s scheduled for later on.”

“That’s a possibility too. Did we get any luck on the mobile phone signal?” asked Jago.

“I’m still waiting to hear.”

The co-pilot Captain Steve Chambers interjected over the headset, “Jago, we can be there in approximately eighteen minutes, and we’re in luck. There’s a piece of land behind the estate agent’s to the north that’s partly car park asphalt and partly grass. It’s approximately fifty metres from the estate agents. If it’s not too busy, we’ll try to land there. If not, the secondary location will be about one hundred and fifty metres south of the target location and you’ll have to pass through the hotel site.”

“Okay, let’s go then. Listen up, if we use the secondary landing site, we must pass through the hotel area, so keep your eyes peeled as that may be one place where he could be holed up.”

“Right, Boss, got that,” acknowledged Fi as she prepared her weapons.

“I hear you, Jago,” said Mikey as he checked his body armour and his Glock 22 and magazines. “I’m ready. I’ve just called the local police to let them know we’ll be on their patch, and they’re happy to assist upon request.”

Jago noticed a distinct change in Mikey’s voice and manner. He was more focused, more alert, and he did appear ready.

Mikey’s phone rang. “Yes, sir. I understand, sir. We’ll do our best, and thanks for the update.”

He turned to Jago and Fi. “It looks as though the techies may have pinged his mobile signal. They’ve traced over forty signals and his is a repeat on this route. He’s made one call to a mobile phone located in Geraldton and used the keyword ‘meeting’, and he’s received one call from an undisclosed and rerouted caller. It was brief and someone used the keyword ‘airport’. These calls may be unrelated and they may not. They’re continuing to monitor his signal via the keyword technology systems and will let us know as soon as they have something. They’re also trying to retrieve the full call transcriptions now.”

The pilot came over the headset. “Jago, take a hand radio from the rack above, to the right of you, and let us know if you need our support. We’re call sign India 1. You’ll be India 23.”

“Roger that. I’ve got the radio. Can one of you guys find out what you can about Geraldton Airport? I’d like to know its size and location and what type of aircraft can land and take off from there.”

“Sure, we can get those details, no problem. Do we need to arm ourselves?”

“It’s a good idea to be prepared for anything, so make sure you have access to your sidearms and that they’re at the ready.”

“Okay, will do. Good luck. We’ll be there in a few minutes. They’ll be no fly past and we’ll approach from the north for the first landing zone. Are you all ready?”

Jago looked around him, at Fi, who was holding her MP5 in a relaxed position, and then at Mikey, who was busy looking out of the window.

“Yes, we’re ready.”

As the Bell Ranger approached, the car park near the landing site was relatively empty.

“Landing zone one it is. We’re good to land,” called the pilot over the radio.

They all unbuckled immediately. Fi’s grasp on her weapon tightened, Jago made a last check of his kit and Mikey shifted his seating position to an angle facing the door.

“Fi, you go first and secure the area, then I’ll go, and then you, Mikey. I’m only saying this as we have the superior firepower if needed.”

“Roger that, Boss.”

“Yeah, no problem, Jago, I get it. I’ll get the door and hang back until it’s clear to disembark.”


Chapter 14

The helicopter landed and Mikey didn’t hesitate to open the door upon touchdown. Fi leapt from the helicopter, ran in a zigzag fashion and positioned herself at the corner of the nearest building which was a hair salon. Once she was in position, Jago, who was already giving cover, disembarked and made for a position on the opposite corner. Jago signalled with his hand for Mikey to join him against the back wall of the local mini market. Moreton Terrace was thirty metres to their south. Between them and the terrace was an area of off-road parking area serving the estate agents and local mini market. Farther round to their left were half a dozen cars parked under the canopy of a large tree next to a fishing bait shop in front of the market. One of the vehicles was the target pickup.

“Let’s move towards the vehicles,” said Jago when Mikey reached him.

Jago used a hand signal to let Fi know they were moving forwards. She moved parallel to them, keeping her eyes peeled for their target. Every couple of paces she turned, checking their rear.

Jago and Mikey reached the empty pickup truck.

“Let’s look inside first,” said Jago.

The truck had a driver and passenger seat and three rear seats, much like a car, and then there was an open flatbed area. There were two jerrycans of fuel strapped to one side and a container of water on the opposite side. Upon looking in the cab, they could see empty fast-food cartons and discarded chocolate and chip wrappers, alongside a multitude of empty beer cans. Someone had circled Geraldton on the map on the driver’s seat. Within the circle were two crosses; one marked the airport, and the other looked to be on accommodation on Willcock Drive.

Jago tried to open the driver’s door and then the rear passenger door of the same side. Neither were open. Mikey tried on the passenger side with the same result.

Meanwhile, a small crowd had gathered around the helicopter. The co-pilot chatted with them, mentioning they were on an active operation and may need to take off at any moment. This encouraged the group to back off, away from the helicopter, the rotors of which had almost come to a standstill.

Jago scanned the area, looking for any cameras or clues as to where the target may have gone. He noticed a liquor store.

“Judging by the number of empty cans in the cab, that looks like a good place to start. Mikey, can you ask around and try to see the grainy footage from their camera? Fi and I will stay out here, keeping watch.”

“Yeah, sure. I’ll be back in a moment.”

There were few people around and a couple of people who saw Fi and Jago scurried away, out of sight. Jago drew his knife from its scabbard and slashed two of the tyres on the passenger side of the pickup to prevent any quick getaway.

After a few minutes Mikey returned.

“Yes, he’s been in there all right. About an hour and a half ago he bought a six-pack with cash. The camera on the entrance just catches him walking past his pickup, alongside the bait and sports shop. He was either heading for Moreton Terrace or was just reaching a crossing point to go to the hotel. I suggest we check along Moreton Terrace first.”

“I’ll go along with that. Let’s go,” said Jago

Jago signalled for Fi to join them. They briefed her quickly before setting off along Moreton Terrace. All three passed the sports and bait shop and stopped to look in; then they carried on past a fish and chips shop and a variety of other stores, all of which were small and easy to observe.

They crossed over to a petrol station which had several cameras in its forecourt. Mikey ventured inside to speak to the manager. Jago saw Mikey go into the back with the manager to look at the cameras to check the footage for the last few hours. Within ten minutes Mikey came running out.

“The camera caught him crossing the road with a six-pack, heading towards the hotel, about an hour and a half ago.”

“Good work, Mikey. Let’s see if he checked in.”

Jago and Mikey entered the reception area of the Dongara Hotel, leaving Fi outside, guarding the entrance with just her body armour, Oakley sunglasses and MP5 for protection.

A middle-aged woman sat behind the counter. She was knitting and watching television at the same time over the rumbling noise of the aged air conditioner.

“Good afternoon. My friend and I are in the security services.” Mikey showed the woman his identity card, and she carried on knitting, not leaving her chair.

“What can I do for you fellas? We don’t see the likes of you around here very much.”

“We were just wondering if you’ve had anyone check in within the last couple of hours?”

“That’s easy. We’ve had exactly one new client within the last couple of hours. He’s a scruffy individual, but he paid in cash so I won’t hold that against him. He said he’d been on the road for a while and needed to get his head down for a few hours. The guy’s in room number five. Straight down the hall, last room on the right.”

“Thank you, you’ve been most helpful. We’ll try not to make any noise and disturb your afternoon TV.”

“He didn’t happen to ask for an alarm call or anything, did he?” asked Jago.

“As a matter of fact, the cheeky beggar asked for a call at four thirty. He said he’s got to get up to Geraldton to meet a plane at seven. I charged him an extra ten dollars for my trouble, I did.”

Jago pressed for more information. “How many windows does the room have, and where are they in relation to the door?”

“Let’s see. It’s a corner room, so it’ll have two windows. One opposite the door and one on the left, overlooking the back of the property.”

“Thank you. May we have a key to the room? Is it a proper key or a key card?”

She handed him a spare key hanging from a fob made from a chunk of wood and thought twice about asking for a deposit for it. “Nothing fancy here; it’s just a plain old key.”

Jago took the key and slipped outside to speak to Fi. “We’ve located his room; it’s on the ground floor, the last room on the right. There are two windows, as it’s a corner room. Can you cover any window exit?”

“I’m on my way. Give me one minute to get in position.”

Jago ducked back inside the main entrance to join Mikey, who had been keeping watch on the corridor.

“Okay, let’s go. Fi is in position on the exterior. I’ll take point.”

With guns at the ready, they swiftly covered the length of the corridor, only slowing down as they neared room five. Jago raised his left clenched fist to show they should stop. They froze, listening for signs of life. There was a TV on in room four, and in room six, across from room five, there was movement which sounded like coat hangers in a wardrobe.

Jago crept closer to room five and listened against the door. There was no sound. He bent down on one knee and looked through the keyhole to see if there was a key in the lock on the other side. It was clear. He carefully inserted the spare key reception had given him and turned it with minimal noise. He pressed the handle down to its full extent … and then burst into the room.

He scanned the main room for any signs of life and gestured to Mikey to look under the bed and then in the wardrobe, whilst under the watchful eye of Jago. This all took a matter of seconds, before they turned their attention to the bathroom.

The door was shut, and Jago splayed his body against the wall outside so he could open the door and at least have some cover. He opened the door and pushed it back with force, at the same time filling the doorframe with his body, weapon at the ready.

The bathroom was empty.

“Fi, this is Jago. Over.”

“Go ahead. Over.”

“The room is empty. I repeat, the room is empty. Maintain a visual on the exterior and we will be with you in two minutes. Over.”

“Roger that. Fi out.”

Mike and Jago searched the room. The sink bowl was still wet and the bedding was crumpled, both showing recent use. The wardrobe and drawers were empty.

“Come on, let’s join Fi. He must be around here somewhere,” said Jago.

At that moment Fi came over the radio. “Shots fired, shots fired in the area of the vehicle. Over.”

“Roger. We’re on our way.”

The two men burst out of the hotel’s main entrance just as Fi was kneeling on the kerbside, poised to take aim at a white Land Cruiser leaving the area at speed. She fired a couple of shots and gave chase on foot. There was an elderly man lying on the ground and it wasn’t clear whether he’d been injured.

Jago took charge. “Mikey, I’ll check the guy on the ground and you get us a ride.”

“What do you mean?”

“Stop a suitable vehicle and commandeer it. Show them your ID. Go on, man, hurry.”

Jago reached the man on the ground.

“Are you all right, sir?”

Jago could see that the man looked shaken. By this time some onlookers had gathered. Jago turned to them. “Does anyone know this man?”

“Yeah, I know him, that’s Fred. I’ll take care of him. Looks like you’ve got work to do.”

“That’s good of you, and yes, we’ve got some catching up to do.”

Jago rose to his feet and looked around. He saw that Mikey had commandeered a white two-seat Toyota pickup. He ran towards it and jumped in the back.

“Let’s pick Fi up on the way.”

As they approached Fi, she was standing watching through the sight of her weapon. She said to Mikey, “Keep going straight. The road leads to the beach area.” Then she jumped in the back with Jago.

“You all right, Fi?” asked Jago.

“I’m fine, Boss, but I’ll be better when we catch up with him. He must have gone to his truck, realised that it was going nowhere and then carjacked the Toyota from the old guy. Was he okay?”

“Yes, he’s okay, shaken up but okay.”


Chapter 15

Mikey was tearing down the street at breakneck speed, fully intent on catching the man. He could see the coast in the distance and knew the road would run out somewhere. He had the Land Cruiser in his sights as he came upon a sign for a caravan park off to the left. Mikey expected that the target would take the turn to the right and would have to slow down considerably to do so. He couldn’t cut the corner off because of a stack of old shipping containers on the corner of the bend.

Mikey was fast approaching the turn into Brady Road when he bellowed, “Hold on! Sharp right.”

Fi and Jago sank down to their knees and held on tight as Mikey negotiated the bend. He took it well, changing down and braking into the bend, then speeding up out of it professionally. He knew how to drive.

A mile ahead there was a rise at the top of the road with a T-junction. Mikey couldn’t see which direction the Land Cruiser had taken.

“Did you guys see where he’s gone, left or right?”

Fi and Jago looked ahead, scanning the road in front for any clue. There were only a couple of other vehicles on the road up ahead. Then Fi caught sight of the Land Cruiser.

“TURN LEFT AT THE T-JUNCTION,” she shouted above the roar of the engine and the wind.

Mikey once again took the bend well, into a residential area. He could see the target now and began gaining on him. The road curved ahead and many side roads led off it, with very little signage. The Land Cruiser continued down a bungalow-lined road. Mikey could see open land either side of the road in front.

They cleared the residential area and were hitting more open space. The Land Cruiser veered left, with Mikey hot on its tail. It left the road and drove onto a sandy track, then smashed straight through a wooden gate and onto a long, straight track, kicking dust into the air behind. Mikey drove, blind at times, through the thick dust, and Fi and Jago ducked down in the back of the pickup.

Mikey could just make out that up ahead the road twisted round to the left and within a few hundred metres curved around to the right again. This was the route the Land Cruiser was taking, and Mikey desperately tried to gain ground.

Then he spied a small track off to the right which, if he’d calculated correctly, would intercept the Land Cruiser. He took the turn. It was more rugged than the sandy track he’d been driving on, but at least he could see and it was in the direction he wanted to go. Fi and Jago stood and held on tight as the vehicle rocked from side to side, still at a fair speed, on the rough ground.

As Mikey arrived at the top of a rise, he could see the track before him and how it joined the track that the Land Cruiser was on course to join.

After two minutes Jago called out, “There he is. He’s about a mile from the intersection. Faster, Mikey. We need to be there before him.”

“Okay, but you two better hold on tight; it will be a bumpy one.”

Upon reaching the intersection with the main track, Jago and Fi alighted from the vehicle and concealed themselves at either side of the track. Mikey parked the pickup across the middle of the track and joined Fi.

The Land Cruiser sped around the corner, and upon seeing the pickup, the driver swerved off the track to the left side on the rugged, uneven and in places sandy terrain. The vehicle slowed as he negotiated the change, and at that point Fi and Mikey appeared, weapons at the ready. About a hundred metres ahead of the pickup, the driver re-joined the track to go around the right side of the pickup. Rounds penetrated the Land Cruiser’s body, but it continued onwards.

As it was leaving the track to go around the pickup, Jago appeared in a standing position. He took aim and fired a short burst into the cab, forcing the driver to drive onto a small but significantly tiered rock formation surrounded by bushes. The vehicle came to a halt, and the driver quickly alighted and fired in Jago’s direction. Jago fired another short burst.

Fi and Mikey were closing in on the target’s rear right flank. The driver went to ground, then showed his head and fired a couple more shots in Jago’s direction. Jago fired small, short bursts at the driver, pinning him in his position. This allowed Fi and Mikey to advance.

And then the driver leapt to his feet and scrambled across the rocks and shrubbery. Fi took aim and fired two rounds, hitting the driver. He dropped, rolled over and fired back. He started taking rounds coming from his right, one of which hit him in the leg, and shots coming from directly behind him. Jago, Fi and Mikey closed in from two directions. The driver tried to fire again but was out of ammunition.

Jago spoke to Fi over the radio. “Give me cover. I’m going in closer.”

“Will do, Boss,” replied Fi. She said to Mikey, “We’ll hold our ground here and let the boss deal with him.”

Mikey was about three metres away from Fi and he was standing in the typical two-handed grip position, his eyes and his gun trained on the target. Fi was in a kneeling position with her weapon also trained on the target, who was twenty metres away.

Jago steadily approached the man. “Throw your weapon towards me. DO IT NOW!”

The man was screaming in pain and rolling around on the ground.

“You shot me, you shot me, you bastards, you shot me! Ah, my leg, you shot my leg!” he shouted.

Jago moved in and calmly but firmly instructed, “Throw your weapon towards me NOW! If you don’t, I’ll shoot you again.”

The man writhed on the ground, apparently not hearing or just ignoring Jago’s instruction. Jago fired a shot into the ground close to the man, who froze and stared directly at Jago.

“Are you listening to me now?”

The man nodded.

“Good. Toss your weapon over here now, or the next shot will be in your head.”

The man hastily tossed the pistol over to Jago.

“I’m bleeding. You’ve got to help me, I’m bleeding, and it’s baking hot out here.”

“You’ll get help when you’ve answered some questions. Like: what was your involvement in the shooting south of Perth the other day?”

The man started talking gibberish. Jago glanced at Fi and Mikey, who’d come to stand either side of the man at a short distance, and they both shrugged their shoulders.

Jago bent down on his haunches. “Look, we can’t help you if you don’t help us. So, give us that answer again so we can understand it.”

“I had nothing to do with the shooting, honestly. I didn’t know it would happen, I swear.”

“Okay, let’s say we believe you. What were you doing there?”

The man looked down at the ground before answering. “I was doing a job for the gang. They chose me because I play a lot of video games and stuff, you see.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about. You’ve got to do better than that.”

Fi said, “Boss, he’s a time waster. Just shoot him, and let’s go.”

“No, no, don’t do that,” said the man, gesticulating wildly. “I’ll tell you, I will, I’ll tell you everything you want to know. But I need water – my mouth’s as dry as a dingo’s paw.”

Mikey tossed him a bottle of water, which he quickly opened and gulped. He paused and stared into space for a few seconds.

“What’s your name?” asked Jago.

“Laney, everyone calls me Laney.”

“Is that your real name?”

“Hell no. My real name is Fred, or Frederick, Charlane. My old mum used to say it means ‘free man’ in French. I belong to a chapter. We’re called the Deans, and we hang out in Geraldton. We get supplied with stuff. You know …”

“Yes, guns, drugs and suchlike,” said Jago.

“Yeah, yeah, that’s right. But, you know, we don’t get it for free. We have to pay someone for it. That’s what normally happens, anyway.”

“What was different this time, Laney?”

“One of our suppliers wanted us to do a job for them instead of paying cash. And the job needed someone who has good skills with video games, PlayStation, Nintendo and all that.” He shifted his position and winced in pain. “That’s how I got the job. Can you help me with my leg now? It really hurts, man.”

“But you haven’t told us what the job was.”

Laney, who was sweating now, replied, “Oh, that. Look, I had nothing to do with shooting all those people, or those bombs. You have to believe me. I was just there to land a mini drone that looks like a bee on the back of a particular man’s neck. That’s all, nothing more.”

“You’ve got to be joking,” said Jago. “Why would you need to do that?”

“To give him a sting. That’s all they told me. They told me they’d be watching to make sure I did good. If you don’t believe me, check my bag in the truck and you’ll find the drone and the mobile handset.”

Jago made eye contact with Mikey and nodded towards the truck. Mikey set off to recover the drone.

“And later, what happened then?” asked Jago.

“Later I got a call telling me to go steal an ambulance and a paramedic uniform and go to the seniors’ and community centre to collect a body. I didn’t know it would be the same guy that got stung.”

Laney stopped speaking, withdrawn, possibly realising what he’d done.

“And?”

“And they told me to get rid of the body. They told me to cremate it so there’d be no trace of anything. So, I broke into the crematorium in the morning, but I didn’t know what to do; it’s all computerised. I waited for someone to arrive. I stayed close to him all afternoon, until everyone had left, and then I got the old guy to burn the body.”

“And the old man, what happened to him?”

“I kept him with me until after midnight and then I let him go, and then the police arrived and shot at me, and I shot back. Then I drove off in the old guy’s truck.” Pain struck Laney and he clutched his leg tighter. “Can I have help with my leg now? It’s bleeding terribly.”

“Okay, we’ll give you some help, but first you’ve got to help us. Reports say someone used a hand grenade or something similar to destroy the ambulance. What did you use?”

“They gave me three grenades and told me to use them if I needed to create a diversion or get out of a bad situation. I used one on the ambulance.”

“And the other two, where are they now?”

“They’re in the bag with the drone I told you about.”

Jago called out, “Mikey, don’t open the drone kit, and be careful: there are a couple of grenades in there too.”

Mikey froze for a moment to let the message sink in. Meanwhile, Fi and Jago continued to train their weapons on the wounded man. Both were still a good five metres away from him and there was good reason to keep their distance.

“While my friend checks your truck, I want you to empty your pockets and then lie down with your arms extended above your head and roll over onto your stomach.”

Laney looked surprised at the request, but obeyed, amid cries of pain. He took out a lighter, some cigarettes, some loose change and a mobile phone.

When Laney was in position on his stomach, Jago said, “Now slowly reach behind and lift your shirt to show us that there’s nothing there.”

Laney obeyed without question.

“Okay, now roll back over and do the same.”

Laney once again complied with Jago’s instruction.

“Right, take off your waistcoat and toss it to one side.”

Laney struggled to sit up, but eventually removed the heavy denim waistcoat emblazoned with his chapter’s colours. He tossed it on the ground.

“Okay, Laney, I’m coming over now. But before we can help you, I will have to search you. Do you understand?”

“Yeah, yeah, I understand. Just hurry, will you.”

“Okay, I’m coming over now. If you make a move, my colleague here will shoot you again. Are we clear?” asked Jago

“I’m not moving a muscle. Twice is enough for anyone.”

“Okay, now we understand each other, sit up with your palms open.”

Jago slung his weapon on his back and slowly walked over to Laney, ensuring that Laney remained in Fi’s line of fire.

Jago knelt down on one knee and proceeded to methodically search Laney. He checked his abundant hair, behind his ears and then the collar of his checked shirt. He ran his fingers along every part of Laney’s torso. He checked his waistband and removed his belt. He felt down the legs, then the boot tops and finally the boots, before pulling out his knife from its Cordura sheath.

Laney looked shocked. “Hey, man, don’t cut me.”

“I’m not going to cut you. I need to remove the clothing around your wounds and cut your bootlaces. But first I’ll cuff you.”

Jago sliced off Laney’s blood-soaked jeans, took out a couple of dressings from his combat rig and applied them to the wounds.

Mikey returned. “The bag is there all right. It’s open, and I can see two grenades inside and a small black bag.”

“Can you call the TRG to come and collect Laney? We’ll need an ETA.”

“Right, I’m on it,” replied Mikey, grabbing his mobile and walking off into the rough for higher ground.

As Jago finished applying the bandages over the dressings he asked Laney, “What was the next part of the plan? Who were you going to meet?”

“I had a message to go to Hertz Car Rental at Geraldton Airport at seven p.m. and hand over the mini drone and its control panel. They told me to be there at six fifty-five and to wait for further instructions.”

“Who do you get your messages from, your chapter?”

“I got told by Red; he’s our chapter leader. And he’s gonna kill me for getting caught.”

“Don’t worry, Laney, they’re not going to get you where you’re going.”

“Do you wanna bet? Last year, they banged up one of our guys. He’d taken gear from the chapter and they had him done in whilst he was inside. Whichever way you look at it, I’m done for.”

“Laney, who gives you these instructions?”

“Like I said, Red did first off, and then I got these messages on the phone. At first I thought it was Red, and then I thought it couldn’t be because of the words being used.”

“So, you’re going to meet someone. Have they ever seen you?”

“No, I don’t think so. Why?”

“No reason. Will your chapter mates be there?”

“Not that I’m aware of. I’m supposed to be meeting them later on at the chapter club over on Andersen Street.”

Jago beckoned Mikey. “Let’s move him over into the shade.”

The two men lifted Laney and supported him from either side until they reached a shady area. Mikey left him with the bottle of water.

Out of Laney’s earshot, Jago asked, “How long before the TRG arrive?”

“They’ve given an ETA of one and a half hours, so we’ve arranged for the local police to come out and guard Laney until they get here.”

“Good thinking. From what Laney tells us, there may be a chance of us reaching a decision-maker, but it pretty much relies on you, Mikey.”

“Me? Why me? What scheme have you been hatching while I’ve been on the phone?”

Mikey looked at Fi, who was half-watching Laney. Not that he was going anywhere in his state.

“It’s no good looking at me, Mikey. I don’t know what the boss is thinking any more than you do,” said Fi.

“Let’s get everything ready for when the local police come and then we can shoot off straight away. Oh, and Mikey, can you get that bag out of Laney’s truck?”

“I thought you said not to touch it?” said Mikey.

“I did, but I think we’ll need it now. Don’t worry, I’ll tell you all about it en route, after we’ve dropped off the truck we borrowed.”

The team gathered their kit ready for a speedy departure upon the arrival of the local police.


Chapter 16

“Fi, how far is it to the airport from here?”

“It’ll be about a thirty-minute ride.”

“That’s good. It gives us a couple of hours to prepare and get some scran.”

“Scran, what’s scran?” asked Mikey discreetly.

“It’s bootneck for food – you know, feed,” said Fi.

“Okay, so it’s food. But what’s a bootneck?”

“That’s the nickname for the British Royal Marines.”

“Ah, I see. Can you tell me what you have in store for me now?”

Once they’d settled in the helicopter, Jago turned to look at Mikey. “Mikey, you are going to be Laney.”

“But I’m nothing like Laney.”

“But they don’t know that. They’ve never seen him up close and personal. And before you say anything, we can get you some clothes, old, dirty clothes, and I’ve taken the liberty of bringing his waistcoat and patches with us.”

“Really, I don’t know. They’ll never buy it.”

“Why not? They really don’t know what he looks like. We’ll get you some scruffy jeans and you can use his belt, which I brought along too. We’ll get you a well-worn checked shirt and you can wear his waistcoat on top. And I think you need some old, battered boots and a baseball cap. That’s it, you’ll look great. Fi can’t do it, for obvious reasons, and neither can I, in case I have to speak. So, you, my fine young Australian friend, are the perfect candidate for the job. Let’s get that scran and then we’re going shopping.”


***




The pilots had plotted a course to a bar and grill close to the main freeway. Jago, Fi and Mikey ordered their food and drinks. After a few minutes Jago left his seat and went over to talk to some men at the bar. From Fi and Mikey’s position it looked like he was handing somebody money. Jago returned to his seat. The food arrived twenty minutes later, followed by a man who appeared at the side of the table. He was about Mikey’s height and build, and he handed Jago a pair of old jeans, a well-worn shirt and some boots that had never seen polish.

“There you go, mate, just as requested.”

Jago stood, took the gear from the man and shook his hand.

“That’s brilliant. Nice doing business with you.”

As the man made his way back to his friends at the bar, Jago handed the clothing to Mikey. “There you go. Consider our shopping all done.”

Mikey looked at Jago incredulously. “You mean you want me to wear these? They stink! They absolutely reek.”

“That’s the idea, Mikey. Authenticity is the name of the game. It’s a good thing you haven’t shaved today; it makes you look more unkempt.”

Jago reached into his pocket. “This is Laney’s mobile; you’ll need this. You must use yours to communicate with us, and depending on what their instructions are, you might have to ditch yours before you move forward. We’ll be close by, though, so don’t worry. Make sure you take the bag, but leave the contents in the lockable kit in the chopper.”

“But what happens when they appear, what then?”

“That very much depends upon them: who they are and how they present themselves. It’s a fluid situation; we’ll just have to play it by ear. Are you okay with that?”

“I guess I’ll have to be.”

“That’s the way, Mikey. Don’t think too much about it. Let’s see what happens when we get there. Isn’t that right, Fi?”

Fi stopped eating. “It always is, Boss. We never know what will happen and we have to be prepared for anything and everything.”

Mikey received an alert on his mobile.

“By the way, I’ve just got a message about the airport. The information we asked for. Here’s a plan of the airport, listing of commercial flights, terminal buildings, et cetera. And it says here that security screening times depend on flight schedules. I would imagine that security will be minimal when we’re due there.”

Mikey passed the mobile to Jago and then to Fi, so they could familiarise themselves with the layout.

“Okay, shall we go?” asked Jago.

“Give me a second, Boss. I haven’t finished eating,” said Fi, loading her fork.

Mikey looked on as Fi polished off her third plate of food. She’d eaten a prawn starter and a sirloin steak, and now she was finishing a beef burger.

“Fi, I don’t know where you put it all,” said Mikey.

She was still eating and couldn’t answer.

Jago chipped in, “She’s always had a large appetite. It’s all that physical exertion she enjoys. It burns it up.”


***




It was an hour after darkness had fallen. The helicopter dropped the trio about half a mile away from the airport car park. They paused beside a building, and Jago and Fi set up their micro protector drones (MPDs) and placed the lenses in their right eyes.

Mikey watched in astonishment. “Wow, what are they?” he asked.

Fi explained, “They’re our extra sets of eyes. They fly within a certain, predetermined range of us and we get to see what they see through the intraocular lenses. It’s literally like having eyes in the back of your head, and out to the flanks.”

“They are so good. We wouldn’t get anything like that in our department. You wouldn’t happen to have a spare set, would you?”

“I’m afraid not, Mikey. It’s just a plain old mobile phone for you. Are we set to take up our positions?” asked Jago.

The pair nodded and headed out to their respective positions.

Mikey made his way to the Hertz Car Rental. He was early, but that gave him the opportunity to recce the area. Two young men manned the car rental office, which was situated in a Portakabin. Inside there was a small waiting area with seats, but Mikey thought it best to stay outside.

Fi positioned herself beside a small aircraft hangar that was one thirty metres east of the rental office. The position also enabled her to access the airfield should she need to.

Jago took up a position on the south side of the car park, under the cover of some trees. The drones circled his position, and as he was stationary, the MPDs assumed static positions. Two of them took to the branches of the trees, whilst the other found a perch on an antenna about six metres away from Jago.

It was 6.45 p.m. when Mikey received a message on Laney’s phone. It read: Walk out onto the airfield with the terminal at your back. Walk until you reach a jagged white line on the tarmac approximately 50 metres before the main runway. Bring the bag. Wait in that spot for further instructions. Reply ‘yes’ if you understood this message.

Mikey keyed in the response and sent it. He called Jago and explained the instructions.

“Mikey, you’ll be exposed. We’ll cover you as best as we can, but obviously we can’t get too close.”

“Well, I’ve come this far. And we can’t stop now,” replied Mikey as he wiped the perspiration from his forehead.

“Don’t forget to drop off your mobile so we can retrieve it later.”

“Will do.”

Jago called Fi. “Fi, at your six you have two planes parked up. Make your way to those planes and provide cover for Mikey as he moves out into the open. He’ll be heading just short of the T where the main runway and the taxi runway join. I’ll be heading to the edge of the main terminal, where I’ll be at Mikey’s six.”

“Roger that, Boss. I’m on my way.”

It took Jago and Fi a minute to reach their positions. They could both see Mikey walking across the tarmac towards the taxi runway. There were six planes out on the tarmac, two parked near Fi’s position and four parked in front of the terminal. Jago hunkered down in the shadows with only the evening sounds of bird calls and bats to keep him company.

A few minutes passed and an aeroplane ‘follow me’ car arrived with its orange light flashing. The driver of the vehicle opened his door and Jago heard him talking over the radio. Shortly afterwards he left the vehicle and stood against a nearby wall, smoking a cigar, the smoke of which wafted in Jago’s direction.

Ten minutes had passed when the sound of an approaching aircraft became audible. Mikey, Jago and Fi watched its nearing lights as it lined up to land.

Jago moved further into the shadows and called Abi. “Abi, as you know we’re at Geraldton Airport and the control tower looks to be unoccupied. We have a target aircraft coming in to land. I would like a track and trace on this aircraft until I say otherwise. I need all the usual: ownership, country of origin, flight paths, et cetera.”

“Sure, Boss, we’re on it now.”

As Jago moved back into position, the sleek aircraft landed and taxied towards Mikey, who was anxiously waiting with the bag, as instructed.


Chapter 17

Jago monitored the aeroplane through his Vortex Fury Rangefinder binoculars as it slowed to a halt. The interior was illuminated and he could see two distinct figures moving. The door opened and half a dozen steps extended to the ground.

A burly, suited man stood at the top of the stairs with what looked like an HK MP7 in his hand. He was so large he blocked out the light from the interior. He was wary and scanning the area for any signs of danger. After a minute he motioned for another man to pass him and alight from the plane. That man disembarked and trained his weapon, a pistol, on Mikey.

Jago rapidly scanned the porthole windows. Fleetingly, a tall, dark-haired figure came into view, and then they were gone, out of sight, as the interior lights dimmed. Jago switched his view back to Mikey, who was engaged with the man at the foot of the steps. The man gestured to Mikey, presumably for the bag.

“They told me I’d get paid when I brought the bag here. So, where’s my money, mate?” asked Mikey, playing for time.

Without a word, the man turned, ventured inside the aircraft for clarification and returned within a minute.

“There’s no money. Your boss arranged for you to be here with the gear, that’s all. No money. Just hand over the bag and we’ll be on our way. Take up the money with your boss, Red.”

The man at the top of the stairs descended a couple of steps and spoke to his colleague before returning to the doorway.

“My friend has spoken with Red, and he asks how his sister was when you visited and did you give her the gift he gave you to give her?”

“You can tell Red that she wasn’t in – well, not at the address he gave anyway,” said Mikey confidently.

There was a moment of awkward silence. Mikey looked back and forth between the brute in the doorway and the man at the foot of the steps. He was waiting for the slightest sign of a trigger finger moving. And there it was. The man at the foot of the steps lifted his weapon ever so slightly with his finger on the trigger.

Mikey simultaneously reached for his pistol as he dived away and rolled. He heard a burst of rounds and watched as the gunman on the tarmac went down. Mikey changed his view to the doorway of the aircraft amid a hail of bullets all around him. He returned fire and knew Jago was also engaging the same man. Fi, having taken care of one gunman, was now advancing on Mikey’s position and putting down fire on the second gunman.

Jago emerged from the shadows and demanded the keys from the ‘follow me’ car driver. He raced to the vehicle, got in and headed for the plane’s nose. The plane had already begun its taxi into position, although they hadn’t retrieved the steps and consequently the door had not been closed. Fi and Mikey were still putting down short bursts of fire on the doorway, preventing its closure.

Jago screeched to a halt near Fi. “GET IN, QUICKLY,” he commanded.

The large gunman came into view and continued to fire sporadically, with little effect. The steps screeched and spewed sparks across the tarmac as the plane gathered speed. Jago was going at breakneck speed, trying to catch up with the aircraft to block the nose’s front wheel, but the car wasn’t really up to the job and was seriously feeling the pressure.

The firing from within the aircraft had virtually stopped when Jago drew level with the steps, which were hanging loosely on one strut support.

“Fi, take the wheel and keep it steady. I’m going to try to get aboard.”

Fi moved over into position and simultaneously Jago opened the door and leaned out, stretching for the only handrail available. The other strut was breaking away under the pressure of being dragged along the ground at speed.

With his MP5 slung over his shoulder, Jago grasped the rail and heaved himself onto the first step. Once he was clear, Fi tried to stay a short distance from the steps in case Jago should need to return to the car. The plane was speeding up, and the pressure was immense, but Jago was determined to climb the steps into the aircraft.

His eyes were glued on the open doorway and the slumped figure of the suited man. He saw movement. The man, staring directly at Jago, lifted his weapon. Jago withdrew his pistol with one hand and dispatched two rapid rounds into the now floundering body of the gunman.

As Jago holstered his pistol, the speed of the aircraft was ever increasing and the remaining hinge of the steps was being torn away from its attachment to the aircraft. Jago had two options: clamber the short distance to the doorway, or hold tight. He didn’t get time to select an option, though, as the steps and door broke away from the main body.

Jago desperately clung to the step edge and remaining rail as the door spun and slipped across the runway like a toboggan on ice. Fi remained close to help Jago when the door eventually came to rest. When it finally stopped, it had left the runway and continued a short distance on the rough ground, throwing Jago off. As Fi approached him, he lay prone and motionless.

She scampered from the car to his side. Jago was stirring.

“Boss, are you, all right? Boss?”

He slowly pushed himself up onto all fours, shaking his head. “I’ll be okay, Fi. I don’t think there’re any broken bones. Just a few bumps and bruises. I’ve had worse.”

He was kneeling and tried to stand, but caught hold of Fi for support.

“Boss, hold on. It’s only a few metres to the car. Can you make it?”

“Yes. I’m shaky, that’s all.”

Once in the car, Jago asked, “Can we check on Mikey?”

As they drove the few hundred metres and neared Mikey, they could see that he was finishing a search of the body of the gunman who’d got off the plane and was talking on his mobile.

Jago and Fi pulled up and alighted from the car. Jago gingerly walked over to Mikey and patted him on the shoulder.

“Are you okay?”

“Yes, I’m good. Well, I am now.”

“You did good out there, Mikey. What have we learned?” asked Jago.

“The dead gunman has no wallet or any form of identification on him. There are no labels in his clothes. Interestingly, he has a tattoo of a bee on his forearm.”

“Why is that interesting?” asked Fi.

Jago said, “You might not have seen this from your positions, but I thought I could make out two markings on the plane: a glass with a bee on it, on the tail, and a ‘P4’ on the underside of the wing.”

“I’ll add that to the list. I’m just getting my team to find out what they can and collect our man here,” reported Mikey.

“As a matter of interest, what pistol did he have?” asked Jago.

“He was using a Beretta M9A3. And thankfully he wasn’t as quick as Fi here.” Mikey turned to Fi. “Thanks, Fi.”

“No problem, Mikey. That’s what being part of the team is all about.”

“Fi, are all your MPDs intact?” asked Jago.

“Yes. In all fairness, they weren’t needed too much. It’s great they can enter hover mode when they can’t keep up with you in a car. When I returned they picked up my signal and were there again, doing what they do best. How do you find them, Boss?”

“To be honest, I was sceptical to start with, but in the last nine months they’re proved to be an invaluable piece of kit. We’ll probably need to charge them next time we’re in the chopper for any length of time.”


Chapter 18

Jago called Abi. “Abi, the only markings on the aircraft were as follows. On the underside of the wing, I could just make out a ‘P’ and the number four; that’s Papa four. On the tail there was a small image of a bee on a glass – you know, the kind that fly around the garden in summer. Interestingly, we have one dead gunman who has a tattoo of a bee on his right forearm. I’ll get Fi to take his prints and photograph the face and the tattoo and send them over to you.

“The plane took off and continued in a westerly direction. I’m not sure what altitude they’ll be able to fly at with no door to the cabin, or for how long. They may look to land somewhere for repairs or to change planes. Can you get in touch with our Aussie friends to see what charters are being taken tonight or tomorrow?”

“Well, you’ve been busy, Boss. I’ll get onto these straight away. In the meantime, I thought you might like to know the techies have been studying the drone footage from the attack. And at first it seemed that the drone was hovering in a static position for quite a while and the techies couldn’t figure out why. But when they enhanced the footage, they saw what looked like a bee or something similar flying and landing on the neck of a man. As soon as it left the man’s neck, the first explosion sounded, shortly followed by the second, and then the shooting. The man collapsed as the drone moved away from the scene. I’ve shared this with our Australian friends.”

“Have we any idea what that injection might have been?”

“No, not at the moment, but it was a good thing they took blood samples from everybody who went to the morgue. We’ve asked their lab technicians to look at absolutely everything and consider the possibility of traces of a substance that can induce respiratory and heart failure. We’ll wait to see what they come up with in toxicology.”

“How are you and Bernie managing?” asked Jago.

“Yes, we’re good, and Bernie is all good with the appointments with his wife.”

“What about Dom? Is he there with you yet, or tying up loose ends?”

“He’s been in a couple of times, but as you say, he’s tying up loose ends. He should be on board with this full time tomorrow, or the day after at the latest.”

“That’s good. Listen, can you get Fi and me some provisional plane tickets to the Maldives? We’ll be paying a visit to the bikie gang shortly, and depending on what we find out there, we’ll more than likely be heading out to the Maldives. We also need accommodation, and it needs to be high grade, to create the right impression. Oh, and after we land, we need to buy some quality clothing and all the trappings of wealth. If you get time, can you check out where we can do that?”

“I have a nice list of things to do now. Unless there’s anything else, I’ll end the call.”

“Nope, that’s it for now. I’ll get Fi to send over the prints and photos of the dead gunman for you to examine,” said Jago.

Fi had overheard Jago’s conversation with Abi and was already taking the fingerprints of the dead man. She set about photographing his face and the tattoo, and quickly sent them to Abi.

“Let’s leave our man here for collection later. Mikey, can you secure the weapon and bring it with us? Let’s head back to the terminal and return this car to its driver.”

They arrived at the terminal and the driver had disappeared.

“I half-expected the local police to be here by now. It’s strange that the driver didn’t call them. I’ll just leave the keys in the ignition with a window down for when he returns. Okay, the next job is to pay a visit to the Deans. Did we get their location from Laney?”

“Yes, I’ve got it. Give me a minute to enter it into the GPS,” said Mikey.

As they walked towards the terminal, they heard the loud roar of motorcycles. Fi was in front as they were just about to round a corner.

“I think you can cancel the GPS, Mikey. They’ve found us,” said Fi.

The three spent a moment observing the advancing lights amid the cacophony of revs from at least a dozen throaty motorcycles.

“Let’s get onto the roof. At least we’ll have the advantage of high ground if they detect us,” said Jago.

They scampered onto the roof of the ‘follow me’ car and scaled the remaining height to get onto the flat roof of a small building adjacent to the main terminal.

“Check your ammunition, and Fi, can you call in the chopper and tell them to hold off at a safe distance in case there’s an exchange of fire. Mikey, can you call the Geraldton police and request assistance from any available units. The likelihood is that they’ll know these guys well.”

“How many rounds have you got left, Mikey?” Fi asked.

“I’m down to two mags.”

“And I have three MP5 mags, four pistol mags loaded, plus enough ammo for two more mags,” reported Fi.

“Mikey, you act as the observer and be sparing with your rounds. If you find yourself short and we need the firepower, get some from Fi.”

“Will do, Jago; she can’t have all the fun. I’ll position myself behind the spotlights that illuminate the pathway to the car park.”

They watched as the motorcycle gang split in two and rode around different sides of the terminal buildings. Two riders rode out to the body on the tarmac and within minutes reported back to the obvious leader of the group, Red.

Mikey called out in a whisper, “Jago, look at this.”

Keeping low, Jago moved cautiously over to Mikey.

“Can you see the guy on the low rider with a high handlebar, on the left of the group?”

Jago followed the description and found his man. “Yes, I’ve got him.”

“That’s who the other guys are reporting to; that might be Red.”

Red, a tall, barrel-chested individual, dismounted his bike and gave directions, pointing at one area and then another, and then towards the building that Jago, Fi and Mikey were on. Three men walked towards them, all armed with handguns.

“Let’s keep low and quiet, and maybe they’ll miss us.”

Jago moved over to Fi. “Set your MPDs to maximum range and I’ll do the same. That way we’ll be able to monitor their movements below.”

The bikies weren’t quiet, but seemed thorough in their search. One of them called to the others, “Why don’t we get on the roof? We’ll get a better view from there.”

Jago was nearest to where he, Mikey and Fi had accessed the roof, using the car as a stepping stone. The three bikies had the same idea. Jago could hear them down below, arguing over who would go first and help the others up. He heard a footfall on the vehicle and knew the first of the three would arrive on the roof at any moment. He made his weapon safe and slung it on his back, ready for the new arrival.

He watched the man’s progress via his MPDs and lay in a prone position, waiting to pounce. He saw two large hands grab the parapet, followed by the sound of the man’s grunt as he heaved himself onto the roof. In doing so, he stumbled forward and stopped himself falling flat on his face with his hands, and ended up turning into a sitting position.

Jago swooped on the surprised man and struck his windpipe, stifling any chance of a cry for help. The man’s hands automatically reached for his throat, exposing his torso and lower body. With force, Jago kneed the man in the groin and delivered a couple of bruising punches to the head. He quickly rolled him over, and applied PlastiCuffs to his hands and ankles and a gag. He dragged him to one side of the roof with the help of Mikey.

One of the man’s colleagues was calling up to him. “Hey, Jed, where are you, man? Give me a hand up.”

When all that followed was silence, the men below must have deduced that Jed had somehow fallen and become unconscious. Jago heard one man running off to get help. Meanwhile, he and Fi could see that the other man was attempting to scale the wall and get onto the roof by himself.

As he got closer, Jago leant over and extended a hand, which the man gratefully accepted, thinking Jago was his friend Jed. Jago pulled him onto the rooftop and trained his pistol on the man’s head. He put a single finger to his lips, silently telling his captive to be quiet. The man didn’t move, or make a murmur.

Mikey approached the man from behind, startling him with a whisper: “Roll over and put your hands behind your back.”

Mikey applied PlastiCuffs to the man’s wrists and ankles and removed the neckerchief from around his neck and made a gag of it. Mikey and Jago then dragged him over to his companion.

By this time, Jago and his team could hear confusion below. In all fairness, the bikies had seen one of their mates go onto the roof, only to lose all communication with him, and now they’d lost another one of their mates. It sounded like there were five or six bikies now and they were planning to get on the roof.

Mikey positioned himself behind a beaming halogen lamp on the side of the building where the rest of the bikie gang were on their way to join the five or six below. Mikey counted nine active gang members, plus the two on the roof.

Jago joined him. “It looks as though they’re intent on getting up here. Why don’t we slip away, across the main terminal roof, and outflank them while they’re all together?”

“You realise how many of them there are?” asked Mikey.

“There are only a few. Anyway, we were on our way to see them, weren’t we? Now they’re here, it’d be rude not to have a chat.”

Jago beckoned Fi over to their position and briefed her on what would take place.

“Right then, Boss, shall I take point?”

“After you, Fi,” said Jago wryly.

Fi quickly demonstrated her agility as she transferred herself from one building rooftop to another. Once she was on the other rooftop, she lay in a prone position with her weapon at the ready to cover Mikey, who was moving next. Jago covered the rear and checked the bindings of his two captives before he left the roof. All three traversed the curved roof, making for the main entrance, which had a porch with a flat roof. Each lowered themselves onto the porch roof and then they helped one another to the ground.

“Mikey, you go with Fi and cover the right flank. Give me two minutes to get into position. I’ll go past the building we were on and flank them from the left.”

“Okay, two minutes from now.”

Fi and Mikey accompanied Jago to the corner of the building. He checked that the coast was clear and then crossed the road at lightning speed. Mikey noticed that Jago was light on his feet and hardly made a sound. They watched as he disappeared into the darkness.

Fi checked the time; they had thirty seconds to go. She urged Mikey to move with her along the edge of the building. At the two-minute point, Mikey and Fi, and Jago appeared at either side of the Deans. Jago fired a single shot into the air to attract their attention. It worked. They all turned to face Jago, some reaching for their firearms, until a short burst of rounds ricocheted off the ground near them.

“DROP YOUR WEAPONS. Get on your knees and put your hands behind your head. DO IT NOW,” commanded Fi.

About half a dozen of the men immediately dropped their weapons and fell to their knees. The rest stood steadfast and turned to face Fi and Mikey. Fi took aim at one of them whose hand was nearing the pistol in his waistband.

“Go on, go for it. See what happens when you do.”

The thickset gang member slowed his hand movement.

“Yes, that’s right, just use a finger and your thumb to pull it from your waistband and then toss it to one side.”

Fi noticed that the man beside him was reaching inside his waistcoat. She waited for a second to check that he was producing a weapon, and as soon as she saw it, she swivelled and shot him straight in the chest, after which she immediately returned her sights to the other man, who had frozen.

“I said get on your knees. Do it now.”

The man slowly followed the instructions and attempted to lean over to check his wounded companion.

“Leave him. He should have listened and then he would have been on his knees like you are, not on his back bleeding.”

She turned to Mikey and whispered, “Keep out of my line of sight and gather up their weapons. Take no chances – if one of them tries to grab you, shoot him.”

Mikey nodded and made his way to the edge of the group. As he was gathering the weapons, Fi ordered the men to lie face down with their hands behind their heads. They complied without question.

Jago stepped forward and addressed the men. “If you follow our instructions, no harm will come to you. If you do not, we will shoot you. It’s as simple as that. Now, which one of you is Red? I want to speak with Red.”

There was silence.

Jago walked over to the man who he suspected was Red. “Are you Red? You were giving the orders out there. Are you responsible for this rabble?”

The man didn’t utter a word.

Mikey was checking the shot man. He was bleeding and unconscious but still alive. He applied a dressing to the man’s wound and everyone could hear him ring for an ambulance.

Jago walked to one side of the kneeling men. “We’re not here to hurt you, and we’re even calling for medical assistance for your friend here. All I want to do is talk to Red, and I haven’t got all day. So, which one of you is Red, and I warn you, this is the last time I’m asking.”

Jago’s words met with a steely silence. He slung his MP5 over his shoulder and unholstered his Sig pistol.

He looked at Fi. “Remind me, which foot do these motorcycle riders use to change gear? Is it their left or their right?”

Jago was now walking behind the men, who were lying face down. They were getting fidgety, not knowing what he would do next but expecting the worst.

Fi replied, “I think it’s the right, but I could be wrong. Best shoot both and then we’re sure. And if I were you guys, I’d tell him who Red is. Or at least Red should have the balls to protect his men and come forward. What kind of leader are you, Red, to let them get shot up?”

For effect, Jago released his magazine, checked his rounds, reinserted the magazine and cocked the weapon, ready to fire. The men remained resolute in their silence and Jago stepped to the side of one man. He looked at the patch on the back of the man’s waistcoat and then fired a single shot into the man’s right calf. The man screamed and rolled in agony, and two others attempted to get to their feet.

“Stay down or you could be next,” commanded Jago.

A deep voice called out, “Enough. I’m Red. Leave my guys alone and I’ll talk with you.”

“Red, that’s all I wanted. Stand up and back up over there into the open,” instructed Jago, pointing out towards the runway. “Keep backing up until I say stop.”


Chapter 19

Red walked backwards for about twenty metres before Jago gave the instruction to stop.

Jago drew close to Mikey and spoke loudly enough for all to hear: “Cuff these men. If you have any hassle, shoot.”

Fi gave cover as Mikey set about applying the PlastiCuffs to the wrists of each man in turn. When he reached the last man, the one Jago had shot in the calf, he was writhing in agony.

“Listen, I’m going to cuff you. If you stop struggling, I’ll also apply a dressing to your wound. If not, I won’t and you’ll just have to wait until the paramedics arrive.”

The man stopped rolling around. Mikey’s words had focused his attention. True to his word, Mikey cuffed him and then applied one of Fi’s combat field dressings to the wound. He dragged the man to the wall and elevated his leg against it.

They could hear the melody of sirens nearing in the distance.

Jago walked over to Red, who seemed confident for someone whose men were shot and bound. Jago holstered his pistol – and Red came rushing at him. In one fluid movement, Jago sidestepped and grabbed the man charging in his direction and threw him heavily to the ground.

“Now, Red, I only want to speak with you. There’s no real need for this.”

As Jago finished his words, Red was just getting to his feet. Winded, Red elected to continue his pursuit of Jago. He charged once again and grabbed Jago by the collar. Jago locked his hands on Red’s wrist and twisted the man’s arm across his body. Red was now bent over, facing the ground, in a wristlock with his arm outstretched. Jago kicked him in the gut and then took him to the ground with almighty force, pounding Red’s face into the tarmac. Jago released the wrist, although he could have easily continued with the movement and broken it.

Red groaned; he was no match for Jago and he knew it. He sat up, waving his hand at Jago, and spluttered, “Okay, okay, what do you want to know?”

“I want to know who your suppliers are. And I want to know which supplier asked you to provide an assassin from within your group.”

“Ah, mate, assassin’s a bit strong, isn’t it?”

“I don’t know. You send a man with a killing machine, he uses it and a man dies. What would you call it?” asked Jago.

Red screwed his face up in anguish before replying, “Well, err … it was a favour.”

“Favour nothing, it was in lieu of payment. Isn’t that right?”

“Yeah, it was. It was instead of payment. But it was still a favour.”

“Let me get this right. You get stuff from these people and you normally pay them for it, but this time they didn’t want payment, they wanted you to provide someone to do their dirty work.”

“I guess you can call it that,” said Red.

“That makes you nothing more than a contract killer.”

“But I didn’t do the killing!” protested Red.

“No, you’re right, you didn’t do the actual killing, but you gave instructions, didn’t you? And that makes you as guilty as the man who committed the action. And I’m sure we can get you implicated in the massacre that occurred that day too. You’re looking at life inside, at least. I hope you’ve got plenty of friends in there, because you’ll need them.”

“What’s in it for me if I tell you my supplier?”

Jago stared directly into Red’s eyes. “You get to live, that’s what’s in it for you.”

Red swallowed hard. He had a decision to make.

“Look, I have suppliers for all sorts of gear.”

“I don’t care about that. I want details about this particular supplier. The rest of your operation is not my concern.”

Red was uncomfortable. He looked around him, he looked at his men and he looked at the sky. He smacked his lips and took a deep breath.

“Okay, I’m ruined anyway. I have this supplier who provides us with synthetic drugs, weapons and ammunition when we need them. They do everything via message. I’ve only ever seen one person from the organisation, a guy, and that was about five years ago. Everything ran like clockwork with these people until about six months ago.”

Jago knelt on one knee. “Go on. What happened six months ago? What was the change?”

“The weapons that were available were more heavy-duty, but the drugs still came through. Then there was the offer of part-payment in exchange for information, and then finally they wanted this job done instead of full payment.”

“What kind of information did they want?” questioned Jago.

“They wanted information about the mines, about the people who worked in them and about groups that were against them.”

“Did they say why?”

“No, never. They just told us what they wanted and we did our best to get what we could and pass it along the line. We didn’t really have a choice; it was either work their way or find another supplier. I guess we got in deeper and deeper with them.”

“You said you communicated via message. Was that over a computer, on a tablet or just on your mobile phone?”

“We agreed to use two mobile phones, mine and Bruce’s.”

“Who’s Bruce?”

“The fella you shot in the leg.”

Jago turned to Fi and Mikey and called out, “Get the mobile of the guy I shot in the leg. Then separate it from all the others you collect.”

Fi and Mikey set about their task, just as the local police and ambulance arrived. Three police officers alighted from their vehicles with guns drawn, and Mikey approached them with his ID and explained the situation.

Jago continued talking with Red. “Were the messages always in English?”

“Yes.”

“Think carefully now. Were they in good English? Or like the English of a person whose second language is English?”

“My English isn’t brilliant, but theirs had its mistakes. Many a time I thought they might be foreign, but I don’t know from where.”

“And when did you receive the messages? On any particular day or at any particular hour?”

“We’d normally get them on a Tuesday, about five or six in the arvo.”

“And you’ve never spoken to anyone, apart from when you saw the man five years ago?”

“I spoke to a woman once. She had an accent like American or Canadian; I can’t really tell them apart. That was about a year ago,” said Red.

“The man you saw five years ago, what did he look like and where did he come from?”

“He was a softly spoken Asian guy. A little, skinny guy. He spoke so quietly I could hardly hear what he was saying. His English was great, though; better than mine anyway. He flew in on a private jet.”

“Did he say where he had come from?” asked Jago.

“No, and I didn’t ask.”

“What about how long the flight had been?”

“No, he said nothing about the flight. Wait a minute. One of my guys was speaking with either the pilot or the flunky on board about his watch. Yes, that’s it – he liked his watch.”

“And? What about the watch? What’s the significance of this?”

“The guy said he’d just bought it in a particular shop in the Maldives. I don’t remember the shop, but it was definitely the Maldives because my guy kept going on about visiting the place. He drove me nuts about it.”

“Which one of your guys was it?” asked Jago, looking over at the men.

“Rich, it was Rich. But he’s not here with us today. He’s been down south the last couple of weeks, seeing his kid while his ex is away with her new fella.”

“And where would that be exactly?”

“I don’t know, somewhere down near Bunbury, I think. A place called Peppermint Grove, or something like that. And before you ask, his name is Rich Cassidy. His old mum lives down that way and he’ll be staying with her.”

“Okay, so back to the softly spoken Asian man. What did you discuss?”

“He said what he had to offer, and we said what we wanted and how much we could shift. And then we agreed a price for a three-month trial. That went well with the synthetics, and then they offered other gear like handguns – good-quality, untraceable handguns – and ammo, and at a good price. In the last six months the weapons on offer have become more heavy-duty, and they’re more difficult to move and they cost much more. So, we’ve left them alone.”

“Did they offer anything else?”

Red hesitated.

Jago pressed him: “Well, did they offer anything else?”

“They offered girls. They sent photos, and they were just kids. We told them we didn’t have the demand for kids. They wanted us to snatch teenagers and swap them with their girls, but we wanted no part in any of that. Guns and drugs are just fine, but kids? No way.”

“Did the man indicate that he’d be doing business with anyone else on mainland Australia?”

“No, he didn’t. I’m not sure he’d have told me anyway,” said Red frankly.

“Red, I’m going to hand you over to the TRG soon. Is there anything else that you want to tell me?”

“Will you put in a good word for me? I’ve helped you heaps.”

“And I know that you’re holding something back from me. I’ve been in this game long enough to know. You spoke with me because you want to stay alive. And you’ve only given me enough to do that. You get nothing more until I get everything. The TRG are on their way. Can you hear the chopper? That’s them, and once they’re here, I’m gone.”

Jago stood and Red stopped him.

“No, wait. I have more.”

Jago had confidently turned his back on Red. He was watching the paramedics load a patient into an ambulance while the police officers were still busy searching and cuffing Red’s men before putting them into the arriving transport.

Jago returned his gaze to Red. “How much more?”

“The man I spoke with was wired and receiving instructions through an earpiece – I guess from someone on the plane, as they’d have to be within range. The organisation is extremely wealthy. He said they like to use their wealth for good causes and will do whatever it takes to get what they want.”

“So, they sound like politicians. They’re two a penny. What’s different about this lot?” asked Jago.

“The man made them sound fanatical – not exactly terrorists, but close. He talked about the tree felling in the world, the reduced habitats for wildlife, overproduction and extraction from the land, and plans to regenerate land to create more wealth. He asked me if I was interested in investing. They sounded like a bunch of mixed-up, eco, save-the-world nutters to me. I mean, they supply drugs and guns and then want to save the world. That’s weird, right?”

“Yes, Red, I have to admit that sounds somewhat mixed up. But how would they do this? What plans would they have?”

“I don’t know the how, when or where. But I do know they’ve been planning for a while and hiding weapons in preparation.”

“You mean an arms cache?” posed Jago.

“If that’s what you call it, yeah. Someone got careless once and sent us a message by mistake. It was a bunch of coordinates, a date and a time. We took a look and watched them burying gear in an old farm south of Perth.”

“What gear?”

“We kept our distance, but they looked like RPGs, crates of ammo and other weapons all wrapped up.”

“Where and when was this?”

“It was about six months ago. The coordinates led us to a farm near the junction of Admiral Road and Old Admiral Lane, near the Bungendore Park. They had a few animals, mainly chooks and horses. Three of us went down to have a look, and we hid in the bushes. They arrived with a flatbed trailer with a small digger on it, a covered truck, and a four-by-four. They cleared the horses out of a stable and tied them to the fence while one of the four men dug up the floor in the stable from the right edge.”

“What does that mean? Can you explain?” asked Jago.

Red gesticulated with his hands. “If you were to look at the stable facing the doors, they dug under it from the right side. They cut out what I can only describe as a wedge. The stable floor was concrete, and they dug out the earth from under it. I mean, we could see everything – except their faces; they’d tied scarves around their faces.

“Once they’d dug the hole, it looked like two of the men were being told what to do by the other guy. They took a load of gear off the back of a truck and placed it in the hole. It was all wrapped in thick polythene, but you could see the shape of the weapons. Then there were crates, metal ammo cans. It was enough to supply an army. Oh, and there was a load of metal stuff – tubes, pipes and things. We couldn’t really make out what they were. They sealed the hole up with corrugated metal sheets and replaced the earth. Then they let the horses back into the stable.”

“And then what?”

“They took the digger around the back of the stable and we could hear it working, but we couldn’t see what they were digging. A couple of minutes later, two of the men fetched someone from the truck. He looked like quite a big guy. They’d tied him at the wrists and put a sack over his head. They went behind the stable block, and then we heard excited voices and two shots. Two minutes later, the digger was working again.

“After about a quarter of an hour the four men went back to the vehicles. They loaded the digger onto the flatbed trailer. One drove off with the digger, another in the truck, and the other two left in a four-by-four.”

“And what were you going to do with this information?”

“You never know when information like this will come in handy. We couldn’t very well go and take the stuff, because someone in their organisation knew they had sent us the coordinates by mistake.”

“No, I guess not. You didn’t happen to see where the four-by-four went, did you?”

“Of course we did. Do you think I’m stupid or something? We followed from a distance to an old, disused warehouse in a place called Kwinana Beach.”

“And then what?”

“It looked as if they were cosy there. You know, someone was inside, ready for them, and slid the big doors open for them to drive inside. Bruce had a sneak peek and saw about four or five men around a table, drinking and laughing. There were a couple of white guys, possibly Yanks; a couple of Asian fellas, maybe Indians; and another guy. Bruce didn’t get a look at his face, but he was medium build with long black hair in a ponytail. And they were all dressed in dark overalls and boots, like the paramilitaries you see on the news.”

“Well done, Red, I’m impressed. Maybe I will put in a good word for you after all. I’m on my way now, but if you happen to think of anything else, ask them to pass it on to the Brit and it will get to me, I’m sure.”

With the gang members rounded up, a policeman was waiting at a distance to take charge of Red.

Jago walked over to join the others with Red at his side. He handed Red over to the waiting policeman. “He’s all yours, and for what it’s worth, he’s been extremely cooperative.”

“Thanks. I’ll make a note of that on my report.”

Jago called in the chopper and they gave him an ETA of five minutes. Then he called Abi. “It’s me. You can confirm those flights now and send us the details for some shopping. We’ll be flying out of Perth, yes?”

“Yes, Boss, but I might not get you there until tomorrow night on a commercial flight.”

“Don’t forget, we’d prefer first class, nothing less. We have to create an image. When will we need to be at the airport?” asked Jago.

“Wait one, Boss … The flight should leave at 0110 hours, so you will need to be there at 2310 hours tomorrow.”

“Sounds good to me. How long is the flight?”

“It’s just over thirteen hours, with a one-hour stop-off at Changi Airport in Singapore.”

“Okay, I’m going to call off now as I’d like to make a quick call to check how Hunter and Linda are doing.”


Chapter 20

As their helicopter arrived, Jago, Mikey and Fi checked their equipment, before boarding.

The pilot greeted them. “Hi, guys. It looks like you’ve been having some fun. Why don’t you sit back and relax, and we’ll have you back in Perth in just over an hour?”

“Thanks, we could do with a short break,” said Fi as she strapped in and stretched out her long legs.

Jago spent most of the flight briefing Fi and Mikey on the information given by Red.

Mikey said, “I need to make a few calls to see what those upstairs want to do about this. They may want to raid the farm as a follow-up to the massacre, or they may want to sit on it and see what happens. It’s in their hands.”

“For what it’s worth, my money’s on raiding it. We’ll gather a lot of intelligence from anything that’s left in the cache, which we can’t get if we sit and watch, and time is of the essence. I’ll do it myself if necessary,” replied Jago impatiently. Then he thought about his words. “Mind you, it could be a contrivance.”

“How come?” asked Mikey.

“Think about it. A real thinker, a strategist, could leak the coordinates well in advance, knowing the Deans would be a little curious. They plant the goods; we get the intel. The bad guys know that after the attack the security services will be keen to find the goods and extract them as part of their ongoing investigation. I mean, finding an arms cache in your own backyard can make or break you. If you publicise it when you’ve found the cache, you’ll look like a good, reactive force. But questions will still be asked about why you didn’t know about the cache before the massacre. Then there’s always the coup that the bad guys are after: leak the location, entice eager investigators, rig the gear and take out more law enforcement.”

“So, what do you suggest?” asked Mikey.

“I’d send in the bomb squad and keep it quiet for now.”

Mikey reached for his mobile.

“Oh, Mikey, while you’re on the phone, can you get a gang member named Rich Cassidy checked out. He likes watches, and, according to Red, he should be staying with his mum in somewhere called Peppermint Grove. If we get time, we could do with chatting with him.”

“Are you sure he said Peppermint Grove?”

“Yes, why?”

“It’s just that it’s a fairly salubrious area, and that doesn’t quite match a member of the Deans. It’s odd. But I’ll ask.”

Mikey hurriedly made a series of calls on his secure phone while Jago briefed Fi about their next move.


***




It was two thirty in the morning and all was quiet in Hunter’s house. Jago had taken Fi with him to the house, as there was a spare room for her. They had eaten a little, had a couple of beers and hit the sack early.

Fi woke with a start. Jago was shouting and screaming something at the top of his voice. Wearing shorts and a vest, Fi grabbed her gun, ran out along the corridor and burst into Jago’s room.

She found him sitting bolt upright, shouting loudly, “NO, NO! GET DOWN, ON THE GROUND, NOW! REBECCA, GET DOWN NOW!”

As she looked around the room, checking for signs of an intruder, Jago repeated his cry. Fi relaxed, made her pistol safe and placed it on top of a cupboard near the door, and then walked over to Jago. The blinds were open and she could see in the half-light that he was perspiring. She looked at his contorted face, at the anguish and the pain there, and sat beside him. She reached around his shoulders and pulled him to her.

“Boss? It’s okay, it’s Fi. I’m here. Come on, wake up now. You’re dreaming.”

He called out again and made to move his arms. Fi held him tighter. “Shush, shush. Come on, it’s time to wake up. Enough of that. It’s just a dream.”

As Jago nestled his head into Fi’s shoulder, he stirred. Besides the perspiration, tears were streaming down his face onto Fi’s vest.

Jago mumbled something inaudible.

“What did you say, Boss? I didn’t quite catch that.”

“Sorry to wake you, Fi. I had a terrible dream. After all the years and all the things I’ve been involved in, I don’t normally get them. But losing Rebecca’s changed that, I guess.”

“You’ve got nothing to apologise for. It’s natural to be upset after losing somebody so close. I’m just glad I’m here for you. Would you like a drink?”

“Thanks, Fi, that would be good. A black coffee, if that’s okay?”

“Sure, no problem. It’ll be ready in five.”

“Okay. I’ll just grab a quick shower and I’ll be right out.”

Fi picked up her pistol on her way out to the kitchen.

Jago swung himself around, ready to get out of bed. He rubbed his face with both hands, then ran them through his hair. He rose to his feet and made for the shower.

Fi, meanwhile, was in the kitchen preparing drinks when Abi messaged: Call me when you wake.

Fi called Abi.

“Hi, Abi. You messaged?”

“Have I got my hours wrong or something? Why are you awake?”

Fi made an excuse. “Oh, I couldn’t sleep. It’s really hot here, and those damned insects make a hell of a noise. What have you got for us?”

“We’ve been liaising with ASIS regarding our man Rich Cassidy. He’s a Brit expat and also served in the military as an armourer. He’d be well placed to set up the fixed-mounted machine gun, although we’re not sure if he would have the technical ability to link it up to the computer and console. It’s possible, but he may have needed outside help.”

“Red told us his mum lives in somewhere called Peppermint Grove. Apparently, it’s quite a plush neighbourhood. Do you have anything on the mother, Abi?”

“She married an Australian ten years ago and emigrated, becoming a resident seven years ago. They live in Peppermint Grove Beach, not Peppermint Grove, Perth. The husband has since died and she’s inherited everything.

“Rich Cassidy is the eldest of three. He has two married sisters, both of whom live in the UK. He appears to be single and has led the life of a drifter since he left the services four years ago. Intel indicates that he found himself a family in the Deans’ bikie gang, and that he has several minor convictions and one for assault on a police officer.”

“I think we have enough time to see if he’s at home,” said Fi.

Jago walked into the kitchen and heard the tail end of the conversation.

“Is that Abi on the phone?”

“Yes, Boss. You need anything?”

“Ask her if we’ve heard anything about the DNA on the mugs at the old warehouse. I want to see if anything comes up that will match with Cassidy and place him at the scene.”

Fi leaned over the counter, passing Jago his coffee. He took it and mouthed ‘thank you’ and walked over to the lounge, slumping on the sofa while Fi relayed the question to Abi.

“We’ve heard nothing yet, Fi, but we’ll chase it, especially if you’re going to pay him a visit. Test results show that all the rest of the items – vaping kit, digital radio and headphones – belonged to the deceased.”

“Okay, Abi, that’s about it for now then.”

“Fi, is the boss nearby? I wanted to ask how he’s holding up. You know, we’re all gutted for him.”

“I couldn’t really say,” replied Fi coyly.

“Okay, I get it. He’s close by. Just answer yes or no then. Is he coping?”

“Yes.”

“Do you think he needs to be out of there and back home?” asked Abi.

“No, absolutely not. Too much to do.”

“Okay, let us know if either of you needs anything.”

“Will do, Abi. Speak later.”

Fi ended the call and looked over at Jago, who was sipping his coffee and staring into space.

“Boss, Abi and Bernie think Cassidy could be in on it. He’s ex-services, and guess what his role was?”

“Go on, let me guess: he wasn’t a blanket stacker.”

“Correct. He was an armourer.”

Upon learning this piece of information, Jago seemed to perk up.

“Call Mikey and get him to meet us near Peppermint Grove with the exact address,” said Jago.

Fi was focused on a map on her phone screen.

“Abi has just said the address is actually in Peppermint Grove Beach. I’ve just checked the distance, and it’s a two-hour drive from here. We’ve got plenty of time, though; it’s only two fifty-five a.m. now.”

“Let’s eat something and get ready then.”

“I’ll call Mikey. He will be pleased.”


Chapter 21

Jago and Fi arrived at the rendezvous first. It was a bridge on Mallokup Road on the route to Peppermint Grove Beach. They waited and wandered around close to the vehicle as dawn slowly illuminated the sky with a blue morning haze. They didn’t speak, each lost in their thoughts.

Fi stopped near a fence, beyond which were green bushes and scrubland. She listened to the unfamiliar birdsong and other sounds alien to her ears.

Jago leaned against the vehicle, watching the road. He was eager to get to work. He wasn’t impatient, just focused and not wanting to waste time. Truth was, he wanted to exact revenge on those responsible for the deaths of Rebecca and the others. He wouldn’t have considered himself a vengeful man before this tragedy. But all that had changed – he’d changed, and he was prepared to do whatever it took to fulfil his lethal promise.

A vehicle turned the corner. The driver flashed his lights. It was Mikey.

Mikey was driving a silver Toyota Land Cruiser. He alighted from the vehicle, and to Jago and Fi’s surprise, he looked dressed and ready for action, in black combat fatigues, boots, a lightweight, multi-pocketed shirt and a utility belt. He was wearing body armour and a holstered sidearm, and he had an MP5 slung over his shoulder.

“Well well, Mikey, you do look ready for battle!”

“If someone had told me on our last little jaunt I needed to be ready for battle, I would have been. So, this time I’ve come prepared, as I normally would. I hope that you approve?”

He stepped forward to shake Jago’s hand, and then turned to shake Fi’s.

“I approve. What do you think, Fi?”

“I think it suits you, Mikey. You should get geared up more often,” she laughed.

“Hilarious, I’m sure. Shall we look at Peppermint Grove Terrace and the house plan for number 190?”

For the next ten minutes, Mikey explained the layout, and the three devised a plan of attack that would draw minimal attention.

“The house is virtually at the end of the beach. It’s on a curve with open land opposite. There are properties to the right side and rear. To the left is a new road, and there are three empty plots on that road, so plenty of open land again. It’s a single-storey bungalow with a very large garage and granny annex at the rear. It’s possible that Cassidy is in the granny annex. We won’t know until we get there. I suggest that we tiptoe and have a look at the annex first before approaching the house.”

“I think you’re right, Mikey, we need to look at the annex first. Do we know what he drives?” asked Jago.

“He was last seen driving a blue Ute, and his mother drives a white Jeep. As far as we know they should be the only vehicles at the property.”

“I suggest we park up and block the road outside of number 186. That would force him on to the scrubland should he try to evade capture,” suggested Fi.

“Let’s go then,” said Jago eagerly.

They crossed the bridge over the Jeeaila River, driving south and then west onto Ludlow Road North. The land on the west side of the road was open scrubland as far as the eye could see. It was fenced off on the east side, with an abundance of trees in the distance. They took a tight bend in the road and shortly afterwards approached a junction, where they turned right onto Peppermint Grove Road. Sporadically, buildings now flanked the road – some farms, others homes. The road was long and straight and started to bend to the right into Peppermint Grove Terrace, their target address. Within a few minutes, they had parked and blocked the road as planned.

Jago skirted around three properties to the right of the target property. Fortunately, the surrounding land was as yet unused, allowing him easy access to the rear of the house. Mikey and Fi cautiously approached the front. Mikey backed up against the main wall of the house as they crept down the long driveway towards the garage annex. Fi ducked into a recess in the side of the house and waited for Jago to appear from the rear.

Jago mounted some metal firebreak fencing and landed without a sound. At the rear of the annex there were no windows or doors. He stealthily made his way along the wall of the annex that faced the garden. This wall contained two windows, both of which were slightly ajar, revealing their mosquito netting. Jago peered into the corner of the first window he encountered. There were no obvious signs of life inside. He moved on, coming into Fi’s view. She slowly advanced towards the front of the annex, being mindful of anyone or anything from the main house.

Jago continued to the next window and once again peered inside cautiously. He could see a single male, face down, sleeping on a bed. He quickly scanned the rest of the room and listened for any sounds from inside. There were none, apart from the sleeper’s heavy breathing.

Jago signalled to Fi that there was one occupant inside. She moved to the right side of the door, and as she got into position Jago joined her on the left. Noting that the door hinges were on the outside, Jago reached for the handle. He slowly applied downward pressure and pulled. The door opened partially and Fi moved round into a better position for entry. The door squeaked ever so slightly. They paused and waited for any response. There was none, and they entered the annex.

They advanced stealthily through the open-plan kitchen diner and onwards to the bedroom. The door was ajar. Jago counted to three on his fingers, and then they both entered at lightning speed and trained their weapons on their target, Rich Cassidy. He didn’t stir.

They surveyed the area for any obvious signs of weapons. There were none. Jago noticed a watch and mobile phone on the bedside table. The watch had a black composite strap and a stainless-steel casing. The face was black with white hands and luminescent hour markers. It fitted the description that Abi had given him previously.

“Rich Cassidy, wake up. We’ve got questions for you.”

The man stirred and rubbed his eyes as he turned to face Jago and Fi.

“Are you Rich Cassidy?”

In a sleepy state, the man replied, “Yeah, I’m Rich Cassidy. Who wants to know?”

“We’ve been speaking with your friend Red, and he thinks you may be able to help us. I would like you to get up slowly, put some clothes on and come with us.”

“Do I have any choice?”

“No, you don’t. Now get your stuff together. Do you have any weapons?”

“Under the mattress there’s a Glock nine millimetre.”

“Then I suggest you place your hands where we can see them at all times, otherwise we might think you’re trying to do something and shoot you.”

Cassidy paused as he was putting on his trousers. He realised Jago and Fi obviously meant business, and he complied with their every instruction.

“You’re Brits, like me. Are you expats or just over here on secondment?”

Jago ignored the question. “Turn and face the wall. Now place your hands behind your back.”

Once Cassidy was in position, Jago stepped forward and applied the PlastiCuffs. He then thoroughly searched Cassidy while Fi continued to train her weapon on him. Satisfied, Jago guided Cassidy out of the bedroom towards the main door. He saw through the glass of the door that Mikey was having a calm verbal exchange with a woman, possibly in her sixties and more than likely Cassidy’s mother.

“What do you want us to tell your mother?” asked Jago.

“You can tell her what you like. It’s your show.”

Fi held back to photograph the bedroom and its contents. With gloved hands, she retrieved the Glock from under the mattress, made it safe and bagged it, along with the watch and the mobile.

As soon as Fi had finished, Jago guided Cassidy out of the annex and along the driveway with Fi on his right flank, blocking the path of the mother.

“Where are you taking him?” she demanded. “What’s he done for you to be coming out at this time of the morning?”

Mikey responded to her while Jago kept walking. “I’m sorry, Mrs Cassidy, but we’re not able to tell you anything at this stage. Somebody will be in touch with you shortly to give you details of where Mr Cassidy will be held. That’s all I can tell you at the moment.”

Jago helped Cassidy climb into the back of his truck and then went around the other side to join him in the rear seat. Fi was driving and she followed Mikey out of the beach area at speed.


Chapter 22

After they entered the police station, Mikey led them to a secure holding area used especially by his team.

“There you go, Rich. You can settle down in there for a while until we’re ready to speak to you. I need your belt and your laces, mate.”

Rich Cassidy sat on the hard-framed bed to bend down and remove his laces. He stood to remove his belt, and handed it and the laces over to Mikey.

“That’s great, Rich. Do you want anything to drink – tea, coffee, water?”

“No, I’m good, thanks.”

Jago, Fi and Mikey went to see Carl.

“There’s something wrong here. It was too easy. He had no idea we were coming for him, let alone a reason, but there was no resistance, and he gave up the Glock without hesitation. There’s definitely something not right here,” said Jago.

Mikey agreed: “Yeah, I get the same feeling. It’s like someone has fed us every step of the way.”

“What about the watch?” asked Fi. “How do we account for his having the watch? I mean, there can’t be that many of them around. It seems too much of a coincidence.”

“Let’s talk to him,” said Jago, aware of the time.

Carl spoke directly to Jago and Fi: “Is there anything else we can do to help while you’re away?”

“I think we’re fine at the moment,” said Jago, “but I’d like to keep the invitation open, as you never know what will be around the corner.”

“Sure, I’m good with that. Just let me know what you need and I’ll do my best to accommodate you. Mikey will be with you in the interview, if that’s all right with you?”

“Yes, sure, not a problem.”


***




Outside the interrogation room, Jago said to Fi, “Can you check the gear is ready for later? Mikey and I will question Cassidy.”

“Sure, Boss, no problem. I need to make sure that all the electronics are functioning before we go anyway.”

Jago entered with Mikey by his side. The room was stark and bare. There was no two-way mirror and no recording equipment, just four chairs, one of which, along with the table, was metal and bolted to the floor.

After a few minutes, an officer brought Cassidy in. The officer fixed Cassidy’s manacles into two metal loops on the table.

“You want water, Rich?” asked Mikey.

“Yeah, why not, it’s stuffy in here.”

“Do you know why you’re here?”

“Nah, not really. You see, I’ve been in Bali the last couple of weeks, and I can’t think of anything before that. So why don’t you tell me?”

“Okay, let’s start from the top,” said Mikey, and pulled up a chair to sit opposite Cassidy. “Let’s start with what you do for a living.”

“A living? I do nothing for a living.”

“What type of temporary jobs do you look for?”

“I’m fairly fit, so I do quite a bit of lifting and handling. I help with house moves, and I get work gardening sometimes, and from anyone in need of a pair of hands.”

“What did you used to do?” asked Mikey.

“What, before I came to Oz?”

“If you like.”

“I spent seven years in the military. I was an armourer attached to various units, or as they’re known nowadays, a weapons technician.”

“What type of work or skills did you learn then?”

“We worked on all the weapons the unit would use, mainly handheld – you know, rifles, pistols, machine guns and anti-tank weapons.”

“So, you’re an expert, are you?”

“I was. Not much need for that line of work in Civvy Street,” admitted Rich.

“So, you’ve never had occasion to use those skills since you left the military, is that right?”

“I have on the odd occasion.”

“Okay, Rich, tell us about those odd occasions.”

“Let’s see, there was the time I maintained all the club guns at Heathmoor Gun Club near Manchester. They were all clay pigeon enthusiasts. I also worked in a gunsmith’s in the Peak District for a couple of days a week. That was all before I moved here with my mum.”

“And since then?”

“I’ve helped a few of the lads with their hunting guns, and a couple of months ago I helped a guy mount a machine gun so he could go roo hunting. He was a bit crazy, but he paid well.”

“A machine gun to hunt roos? That’s crazy!” exclaimed Mikey.

“That’s what I thought, but like I said, he paid well.”

“How much did he pay?”

“He gave me two thousand bucks, plus a nice expensive watch. Although I don’t think he knew how much the watch would have cost.”

“What makes you say that?”

“I know my watches; I have a thing for them. I knew exactly how much it would have cost and was only too pleased to receive it.”

“So how much do you think it was worth?”

“Oh, about forty-five grand.”

“Forty-five grand for a watch?”

“It’s not just a watch, it’s a Patek Philippe Aquanaut watch.”

“Didn’t you think this was a strange form of payment?”

“No, not really. When I first spoke to the guy, we talked about the job, about his hunting and how he wanted to spice it up a little with a machine gun, and we spoke about my love of watches. So, he knew what I liked and probably thought of saving some money by throwing the watch into the deal.”

“Didn’t you think he paid you rather a lot for what you did?”

“Well, yes, but if he was prepared to pay, I was willing to do the job. Like I said, it was a crazy idea.”

“Okay, so this machine gun, what did you set it up on?”

“I fix-mounted it to the floor of a van. The van had a sliding door and there was just enough room behind the gun to be seated and fire out. Although the aperture of the door opening would have restricted his arc of fire. I told him that, but he didn’t seem too bothered.”

“What about ammunition?” asked Mikey.

“What about it? I set it up, but I didn’t test-fire it. He said he would do that on his own out in the bush.”

“Let me get this straight. You set up a machine gun on a fixed mount on the floor of a van for someone who was going hunting roos. And he paid you two thousand dollars and a watch which you value at about forty-five grand. Have I got that right?”

“That’s about the size of it,” said Rich.

“Then what?”

“Then I had enough money to fly to Bali to see my kid. He lives there with the ex. If you don’t believe me, you can check the flights and the CCTV in the airports. Then you can contact the ex if you want.”

“Thanks, we might just do that.”

Mikey looked at Jago, as if to ask if he had any questions.

“Can you describe the man who paid you to mount the machine gun?” asked Jago.

“Nah, I only ever spoke to him on the phone. He sent me pictures of the watch. They’re probably still on my phone, if you want to see them?”

“What was his voice like? Was he Australian?”

“No, he was a foreign bloke who spoke good English. He may have been Thai or from somewhere like that. Listen, he just told me where I could find the van and the crate with the weapon. Then I mounted it and sent a photograph of the completed job, and he told me where to pick up the cash and watch.”

Jago spoke softly: “Did you watch or listen to the news while you were away?”

“Nah, the ex lives in a remote rural area and I stay in a small hut on the edge of the village. It’s right on the beach; it’s beautiful.”

“And when did you return from Bali?” enquired Jago.

“I got in about six yesterday arvo.”

“Do your armourer skills extend to remote-controlled weapons?”

“Nah, that was only just coming in when I left. A few of the guys went on a course, but that was way back in the early days. Why do you ask?”

Jago opened a file on the table and placed a few gory photographs in front of Rich. He stared hard at the photos, like he was trying to make out the contorted figures amongst the blood and open flesh. He looked confused.

“Because,” said Jago, “we think the machine gun you set up to hunt a few roos was used to massacre men, women and children. It looks like the weapon was remote-controlled. If you didn’t set up the remote control, who would have the skills to do that?”

All the blood had drained from Rich Cassidy’s face, leaving him ashen. He was sweating and his clasped hands were visibly shaking, while his eyes were fixed on the photos in disbelief.

“What, what did you say? You can’t think I’m involved in this. I AM NOT A KILLER.” He reached for his water and gulped down half of the bottle, then pleaded, “I had nothing to do with that! You’ve got to believe me. I would have no part in any of that. I mean, they killed how many people?”

“Okay, let’s suppose you didn’t know of this. How did you know about the guy who wanted the machine gun mounting?”

“It was our gang leader, he put him in touch with me.”

“You mean Red?”

“Yeah, Red. Do you know him?”

“Yes, we’ve met. So Red put the guy in touch with you. How did you make contact?”

“I didn’t. He always contacted me. I never knew his number, or his name.”

“Rich, I have to be honest with you here. Your prints and DNA are likely to be all over the van and the machine gun used in the massacre. Now that doesn’t look good for you, does it?”

“No, it doesn’t,” replied Rich as he slumped back in his chair, looking up to the ceiling.

“We need as much information from you as possible. We will be analysing your mobile for dates and times of calls and messages, et cetera, and we’ll be searching forensically for your prints and DNA at a separate murder scene.”

“Now wait a minute. What murder scene?”

“What about before then? Where were you then? When and where did you go to fix the machine gun to the vehicle?”

“Some old warehouse north of Fremantle. Why?”

“Why! Let’s start with the legitimate owner of a Patek Philippe Aquanaut watch who now has a hole in his head.”

“No, no, you can’t pin that on me! Like I said, I was out of the country.”

“Rich, let’s cut to the chase here. You have the skills to set up a weapon, like we discussed earlier. You’re in possession of a luxury watch that most probably belonged to a man murdered in a location where we’re very likely going to find your prints and DNA. Now put yourselves in our shoes – what would you think?”

Rich was stunned, utterly lost for words. He repeatedly shook his head from side to side and then cried out, “NO, NO, NO! I told you, we only ever spoke over the phone. He said he was travelling away on business and he always called me. I never knew his number or his name.”

Jago and Mikey stood. “We’ll just leave you with those thoughts for a while so you can fully absorb the severity of your situation. We’ll see you shortly,” said Mikey as they left the room.

“BUT I’VE KILLED NO ONE! I DIDN’T! YOU HAVE TO BELIEVE ME,” shouted Rich Cassidy as the door closed.

Jago and Mikey stopped in the quiet corridor. “Let’s talk somewhere private,” suggested Jago.

Mikey led Jago out into the grounds of the station amid the sound of bustling traffic on a busy junction.

“This will do, we can’t be overheard out here,” said Mikey confidently. “Do you think he’s telling us the truth?”

“It’s just possible. Like we’ve said all along, it’s all been a little too easy. He’s a good scapegoat, and he seems genuinely stunned by what’s happened. We need to make sure he’s safe. If one of their men can take his own life to evade capture, they may well try to silence young Rich here.”

“I’ll get him to a secure location. One that isn’t on anyone’s books, if you know what I mean.”

“Yes, Mikey, I do. Something’s not adding up here. Can you get him to describe the guy who commissioned the setup – you know, voice, accent, tone, words used, et cetera – and send us a copy? It might prove handy at our next location. And can you keep in touch with us?”

“Yes, of course I will. I don’t know who else to trust anymore.”

“Make sure that you keep your eyes and ears open and watch your back. Are you normally armed?”

“No, not normally. Why?”

“If I were you, I’d make sure I were armed at all times, at least until we finish this investigation.”

“Sounds like good advice. While you’re away, I’ll see what more Rich has to say, and then I’ll find out where Red is being held and go question him again. I’ll let you and your team know the outcome.”

“Okay, Mikey. Fi and I are off now. When all this is finished, I’m coming back to see Hunter and the family, so let’s meet up for a few beers then?”

“Sure, I’d like that. Be careful over there.”

“I’ll try to.”


Chapter 23

Fi and Jago arrived at Velana International Airport, the main airport in Malé in the Maldives. As the flight descended, they could see the turquoise ocean flanking the runway. As they descended the steps onto the asphalt, a smart young Asian man greeted them.

“Mr and Mrs Jago, I am Yusef. I will be your personal assistant during your stay here in the Maldives.”

“Hello, Yusef. How did you know who I was?”

“Your good lady secretary, Abi, sent me a photo of you. It’s easy these days with technology.”

“Very well, Yusef, where have you been asked to take us?”

“We are going to the seaplane terminal. It’s just over there, but I have transport for us and your luggage over here.”

Yusef gestured to a waiting BMW 7 Series at the side of the runway.

“We had hoped to do a little shopping before we left the island.”

“Miss Abi mentioned that, and we have done all the shopping for you. It can’t be easy trekking in the outback and then coming here to paradise.”

“But what about—?”

“Don’t worry, we have your sizes.” Yusef stood back and looked Jago and Fi up and down. Then he walked behind them and around. “Yes, we have done a fantastic job. All of your clothes are at the villa. Come, we must go.”

Fi asked, “And where exactly are we going, Yusef?”

“Madam, we are going to Vommuli Island, on the Dhaalu Atoll. You’re staying at the St Regis, just as Miss Abi has arranged. It’s about forty-five minutes away. She said to remind you to call her when you arrive at your accommodation.”

Yusef accompanied Jago and Fi to the waiting car.

“Please wait here for five minutes and I’ll get your luggage. Can I have your luggage tickets, please?” asked Yusef, before running off towards the baggage collection area.

Fi took the opportunity to look out beyond the airport at the stunning view. A turquoise blue fringed the land, beyond which the ocean became a shimmering deep blue.

“I’ve never been here before. I did a little diving in Mauritius and always meant to come here.”

Jago was checking his phone and replied, “It’s very low-lying. I think the airport here is only a couple of metres above sea level. The diving is out of this world. Don’t worry, you’ll get the chance to dive while we’re here, I’m sure. We must make our vacation convincing, mustn’t we?”

Jago smiled as he could see Yusef returning in the distance, laden with the luggage on an airport trolley that had a typically difficult front wheel. He was struggling to make ground and Jago went over to assist.

“Having problems, Yusef?”

“It’s these old trolleys, Mr Jago, they’re, how do you say … knackered.”

Jago smiled at the response. “Yes, I suppose you could call it that, Yusef,” he said as he applied weight and helped steer the trolley to the car. “Yusef, what else did Miss Abi instruct you to do?”

“Everything, Mr Jago. I am to point out certain sites of interest to you on the way to your hotel, and provide you with any transport you want, day or night, if you know what I mean?”

“Yes, Yusef, I understand. And you’ve done this before, have you?”

“Let’s just say that I am given the jobs in this area that require a lot of trust. It is my particular expertise. My uncle works in Whitehall, you know. He’s been there for many years, and he doesn’t make tea.”

“Ah, so you’re connected? That explains a lot. And have you known Miss Abi for long? And did you help her find our destination and person of interest?”

Yusef tapped the side of his nose with one finger. “Oh, I couldn’t possibly tell you that I have known her for at least ten years, could I, Mr Jago? And as always, I help Miss Abi in any way that I can.”

“Let’s leave it at that then, shall we?” suggested Jago.

“Certainly, sir,” smiled Yusef.


***




They arrived at the seaplane terminal for the St Regis. Fi went into the guest lounge, while Jago stretched his legs, walking in and around the pontoons.

One pontoon was being guarded by an armed guard carrying a Pindad SS2 assault rifle. When Jago went to walk onto the pontoon, the guard blocked his path.

“Oh, is this a private pontoon?” asked Jago innocently.

“No, it’s just busy at the moment. Please walk somewhere else, sir.”

“Do we have a VIP or some other celebrity visiting us?”

“I’m afraid that I can’t comment. Please leave the area, sir.”

“Very well. I know when I’m not wanted.”

Jago sauntered along the walkways, maintaining sight of the guarded pontoon. And then he saw a small man, olive skinned and with a receding hairline. He must have been about fifty years of age. He walked slowly and deliberately, as if he had purpose but was comfortable in his surroundings. He had two men with him – one, who judging by his demeanour and body language, may have been a personal assistant, and the other plainly a bodyguard. They were heading for the guest lounge.

Jago slowly walked towards the lounge, maintaining a distance of around ten metres behind the bodyguard. The armed guard on the pontoon remained in his post, but moved a little closer to the seaplane.

In the lounge, Fi was making informal observations of the guests, many of whom had flown in on the same aircraft as she and Jago. Many were young couples, presumably on their honeymoons, and others were more mature. She walked the length of the windows in the lounge, looking out at the arriving cars on one side and the seaplanes arriving and leaving on the other. She noticed that one such seaplane bore a familiar insignia. Jago had described it before, having seen it in the dark and at speed on the runway in Geraldton. Today, in the bright sun, the insignia was evidently a wine goblet with a bee on its rim, and it featured on the tail of the plane.

Fi watched as a man entered the lounge with his slightly-built assistant and a bodyguard, who posted himself near the entrance. Jago entered shortly afterwards and met up with Fi. As he did so, he leaned over to her and pecked her on the cheek. He gently took her hand, and they spoke.

“I’d like to find out who that man is who entered just before I did.”

“I can tell you he flies in a plane with the same insignia as the one in Geraldton.”

“Oh, does he now?”

“Yes. You probably wouldn’t have seen the insignia on the tail from where you were, but from here it’s easier to spot. But why the bodyguard?”

“Yes, why indeed. Let’s find out. What would you like to drink?”

Fi picked up the drinks menu. “I think I’ll have tea, please.”

“Milk and sugar, dear?”

“No, just tea.”

“Okay, one tea coming up.”

Jago scanned the area for a member of staff and found the personal assistant from the pontoon placing an order at the bar. Jago went over and stood patiently next to him as the slim, apologetic-looking man waited for his order.

“It’s beautiful here, isn’t it? I didn’t see you on our plane. Did you arrive earlier?”

At first the man didn’t realise that Jago was speaking to him.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to disturb you,” said Jago.

“No, no, it’s all right; I was miles away. What were you asking?”

“I said I didn’t see you on our plane and asked if you arrived earlier?”

“Oh, no, I work here. Not in this actual lounge, but here in the Maldives.”

“Wow, you are one lucky man. You get to see all of this beauty every day. How can I get a job like that? You don’t have any vacancies, do you?” Jago laughed and patted the man on the shoulder.

The man replied in a low tone and was slightly serious. “That, my friend, would depend on your skill set. The people I work for are always looking out for more talent. They are very wealthy and innovative, and they have a conscience.”

“Oh, I was only joking. I’m here for a holiday with my lovely wife, Fi. We work too hard – well, I do – and we needed a break. I’ve been here once before, diving, years ago, but it’s Fi’s first time.”

“May I enquire what line of work you’re in?”

“I shouldn’t really talk shop, as I’m on holiday, but Fi won’t hear me from over there. I’m in the security business.”

“I see, alarms and suchlike.”

“Hell no. We’re at the other end of the market. We provide contractors for large companies.” Lowering his voice, Jago continued, “And sometimes we even provide, shall we say, security specialists to governments. It pays well, but it sure racks up the air miles, and I get fed up living out of a suitcase in hotels. What about you? What’s your line of work?”

“Oh, I’m Mr Marne’s assistant. He and his wife run several companies in everything from honey and wine to hotels and resorts, and distribution – you know, logistics, the boring but lucrative side of business. Do you have a card with you? I could place it before my employer in our next meeting. He’s always looking for preferred suppliers.”

Jago reached inside his blazer pocket and fished out an ornate, gold-plated business-card holder. He handed the man his card.

“It was nice chatting to you, Mr … err?”

“Just call me Abbas.” He looked at Jago’s card. “Nice to meet you, Mr Jago.”

“Jago is fine. Everyone calls me Jago. Now, I’d better order my wife’s drink or I may be in trouble.”

Abbas left the bar and made his way to his employer. He sat next to him on the plush beige seating and they entered into a conversation. Jago watched them via a reflection in the wall-mounted drinks cooler, and saw Abbas pass Jago’s card to his employer. Jago’s drinks were served, and he picked up the tray and carried it over to Fi, who was now engaged in conversation with a couple.

“Hello, darling, this is Fabio and Sofia. They’re honeymooning. They come from Sienna – you know, in Tuscany.”

Jago looked puzzled.

“Oh, darling, we had a job there two years ago. Don’t you remember?” asked Fi.

Then it dawned on Jago, and he vividly remembered chasing a data thief across the rooftops of Sienna and being shot at in the circular plaza.

“Yes, I remember now. I had some of the best views in all of Sienna on that job.” He turned to face the couple. “Hello, I’m Jago. It’s nice to meet you both. Are you staying long?”

“Only a couple of weeks, and then we’re off to Hong Kong to see my sister. She’s a lawyer out there and we haven’t seen her for a while. She couldn’t come to our wedding, as she broke her leg and it’s still in a cast. We thought we’d surprise her and visit her instead,” said Fabio.

“Isn’t that lovely, darling?” Fi said to Jago.

“Sounds like a hell of a trip. It’s been a while since I’ve been to Hong Kong, but I really enjoyed myself when I was there.”

Yusef arrived. “Mr and Mrs Jago, your seaplane awaits. Please come this way.”

“Hi, Yusef. Can you give us ten to fifteen minutes, please? Our drinks have only just arrived.”

“Certainly, sir. I shall wait for you both in the flight-safety briefing room.”

Jago and Fi continued chatting to the Italian couple while finishing their drinks. It turned out that the couple were holidaying on an island close to Jago and Fi’s destination, and they made a loose plan to meet up sometime. Jago and Fi parted company with the Italians and headed for the exit. Jago, ever the gentleman, held the door for Fi, and Abbas appeared beside him.

“Mr Jago, my employer would be very interested in meeting you at some point. We wouldn’t want to interrupt your holiday but if you did get the chance to visit his island home, I can assure you it would be worth it. It is indeed luxurious, with its own spa and swimming pool, and some of the best chefs in the world. So, your visit would not be a waste, and Mrs Jago would be sufficiently occupied while you both talked business. We shall call you tomorrow at six p.m. to find out if that is agreeable to you both.”

“Why thank you, Abbas, that’s kind of you and your employer. What did you say his name was again?”

“Mr Augustus Marne, sir.”

“I shall have a chat with my wife and await your call. Thank you.”

Jago followed Fi through the doorway and they walked towards the flight-safety briefing room to meet Yusef.

“Well, that’s contact made. They will call us tomorrow at six to arrange a meeting.”

“What, business on a holiday, whatever next?” Fi laughed. “And what am I expected to be doing while you’re at this meeting?”

“As ever, I expect you to utilise your skills to the full.”


Chapter 24

Once aboard the aircraft, Yusef gave Fi and Jago a set of ear defenders, as the de Havilland seaplane was a noisy beast of a craft. Other than Jago and Fi, there were two other couples aboard, and Yusef.

Yusuf leaned over to Jago. “I have requested that the pilot flies over a couple of places of interest to you. I shall let you know which one is which.”

“Thank you, Yusef. I’m sure it will be most interesting.”

The flip-flop-wearing pilots started the engine, and it was as noisy as Yusef had told them. Everyone put on their defenders as the plane manoeuvred for take-off. The take-off on water was much rougher than on land, but within a couple of minutes they were lifting off above the crystal waters below. The plane veered left, over a built-up area, and then over a turquoise bay full of lush yachts and fringed with white sandy beaches. There were many small, odd-shaped island paradises peppered around in the pristine ocean and an abundance of boats of all shapes and sizes dotted around them.

Fi and Jago looked out of the window like real tourists.

Yusef leaned over to them. “The islands are in fact the visible coral tips of an oceanic volcano mountain range,” he explained.

Apart from the noise of the engines, the cabin was silent. None of the passengers uttered a word. They were too busy looking out onto the wondrous archipelago, with its varying degrees of blue, from deep marine blue to various shades of turquoise. White wakes of speedboats and motor yachts interrupted the clear waters and could easily be seen across the shimmering sea. As the flight continued, hotel resorts were visible on small islands, providing a paradise for guests, each one unique.

About thirty minutes into the flight, Yusef tapped Jago on the arm. “You might find the next island on the right of interest, Mr Jago.”

“What would be so interesting there, Yusef?”

“An unknown buyer recently purchased the island. It has half a dozen properties and offers a high degree of privacy. Let’s just say there have been some interesting guests in the last few months. I thought you should know. And shortly, we will bank off to the left, passing an island of significant size and importance in the area.”

“What makes it so important?”

“Well, for starters, it is the residence of Mr and Mrs Marne, but also, it provides work for the local inhabitants. Although they do bring in staff from outside the Maldives. For example, they have French chefs, and they have private security contractors of, shall we say, dubious nationalities. As we fly close to the island – note, not over it, because they prohibit that – we can see that they guard all approaches, day and night.”

“Yusef, you wouldn’t happen to have a map of the islands, would you?”

Yusef reached into his haversack. “I thought this might be something you would ask for and I have prepared well. Here is a map of each island, complete with coordinates and travel distance from where you will be staying. I trust this meets your needs?”

“I can see why Abi has used you for this job. She has chosen wisely,” said Jago, smiling and shaking Yusef’s hand.


***




The aircraft landed with a few bumps and pulled up alongside a jetty, where a team of staff in all-white clothing eagerly awaited Jago, Fi and the other new guests.

A softly spoken local man, wearing a white cotton shirt and trousers, flip-flops and a white hat featuring a couple of coloured bands, led the way to a golf cart. “I am Raul. Please come this way, Mr and Mrs Jago, and I will show you to your over-water villa.”

Once aboard the cart, for the benefit of the driver Jago spoke with Fi as if they were on their holiday. During the short journey, they saw people taking part in water sports, riding bicycles and swimming. The tranquil resort didn’t appear overcrowded.

“Where is everyone?” asked Fi.

“We are full, madam. They designed the resort in such a way that you really don’t realise that so many people are here. It facilitates that idyllic feeling in the guests.”

They’d only been in the cart with Raul for a few minutes when he pulled up. “Here we are. Your villa. Please enter, and I shall show you your accommodation before unpacking your luggage.”

“By all means show us the facilities, but I would prefer to unpack myself,” said Jago.

“But I am your personal butler for the duration of your stay. It is my duty.”

“Really? Then there must be some mistake, because I didn’t expect a butler, and to be honest, as nice as that is, I don’t really want one. Please don’t take offence. We’re very independent people.”

“Very well, sir. I shall show you your villa and place the luggage in your rooms for you. Please rest assured that if you require anything, you only have to ask. As I said previously, my name is Raul. Just pick up the telephone and state your request and I shall deal with it.”

“Thank you, Raul. This won’t get you into trouble, will it?”

“No, sir. It happens sometimes when the guests are not used to the service or, like you, are independent. I will not be reassigned and will remain on call, as always, throughout your stay.”

Raul explained the facilities before carrying in the luggage, and then he left Jago and Fi in peace.

“Can you help me unpack? Then I’m going to take a shower,” said Fi.

“Sure, I’ll be with you in a minute. I’m just taking in the view out here on the terrace.”

Jago explored the terrace and found the buttons for the jacuzzi and switched it on. Fi appeared beside him and they both sat on the edge of the jacuzzi with their feet in the water like a honeymooning couple. Fi nestled her head into Jago’s shoulder and he placed an arm around her.

Under the cover of the bubbling sounds of the jacuzzi, Jago said, “Let’s just do a visual inspection first and then we’ll unpack the countermeasures kit.”

“Okay, Boss, no problem. It was all charged before we left. I take it we’re sleeping in the same bed to maintain cover?”

“I’m afraid so. Are you all right with that?” Jago asked in a hushed voice.

“I fine with that, Boss. I have earplugs if need be,” she smiled.


***




In silence, Jago and Fi visually inspected the villa in a carefree manner. They calmly checked the most obvious locations first – lamps, mirrors, plants, amongst other areas – before unlocking their black cases. Fi opened a metal shockproof case from within a case and unpacked a thermal emission spectrum analyser. She checked the power, adjusted the settings and swept the villa, room by room, for the most sophisticated listening and recording devices. Meanwhile, Jago similarly unpacked a device from a shockproof case. It was a ST-400 Cayman, a non-linear junction detection designed to detect devices that were inactive. Both diligently conducted their searches in silence, aware of the obvious risk that they were being recorded doing so on a well-concealed camera.

They found a microphone in the lounge under a side table next to the sofa, and another attached to a lamp at the side of the bed in the bedroom. They also discovered two micro-cameras, one in the lounge on the bookcase and one in the dining area in what appeared to be a security sensor. None of the devices were activated and they appeared to have been placed in haste. Jago and Fi made a note of where the devices were and the angle of coverage for the cameras. They left a sensor marker close to each device that would warn them that the device was active by illuminating a red light.

Before completing the sweep, Fi opened the huge walk-in wardrobes, in which hung a vast array of flowing, colourful clothing for Fi and smart-yet-casual clothing for Jago. Yusef had done well. She carried on her sweep of the area and the clothing before allowing Jago to check with his Cayman. Having completed the sweep of the villa, they stored the equipment in their respective cases and locked them.

As an additional precaution, Fi wrote a note on her phone and showed it to Jago. As she did, she said, “Look, we have a message from Abi.”

Jago read the message: Are we going for a recce tonight? If so, at what time?

Fi asked, “Are we going for a drink before dinner?”

“No, I don’t think so. We’ll grab one as we go into dinner. Unless you want to eat here?”

“No, that’s fine with me, darling. I’d like to see who else is on their holiday.”

“Right, shall we be ready for seven thirty then?”

Fi noticed that the sensor for the concealed camera in the lounge had turned red.

“Yes, let’s. I’m going to try on some of my new clothes. Do you want a fashion show?”

“Yes, that sounds good. What shall I do?”

“You just watch, sit in the lounge and watch and give me your honest opinion.”

Fi disappeared into the bedroom, only to return moments later with an armful of clothing, which she placed on the dining table opposite where Jago was sitting. She knew exactly where the cameras were and played to their position. When activated, the camera in the dining room would capture her from behind, and the one on the bookcase would get a side angle. Just like a newlywed, she removed her shorts and strappy top, revealing an elegant G-string and bra. She was tall and her body was athletic and trim. She was in good form and worked to maintain that. She noticed that the sensor had activated for the camera in the dining area.

Jago sat and marvelled at his colleague’s brazenness as she put on a show for the cameras. He couldn’t help but be captivated by her silky, tanned skin, trim abdomen and ample breasts, and he knew that those watching via the cameras would be feeling the same. She occasionally turned as she was changing in and out of clothing, revealing her firm, almost ballerina-tight buttocks.

When she finished her fashion show, she stood in her underwear and asked Jago, “Well, what do you think I should wear this evening?”

“If you’re really asking me, I would say you’re fine as you are,” he laughed.

“You’re really not any help. I shall choose for myself. Anyway, what are you wearing? It’s nearly time to get going.”

The two dressed, left the villa and strolled towards the restaurant. They paused at a fountain.

“I decided not to do a recce tonight, as I thought that’s what they would expect to happen. I think it’s better that we maintain our cover and let them see that,” explained Jago.

“I see what you mean, Boss. It’s fine with me. I quite like cocktails and posh dinners occasionally. Plus, it will give me a chance to check out the other guests. Oh, and by the way, I set up the recording for later.”

“That’s good. I don’t how long it will take to convince them that we’re a real couple, do you?”

They walked the short distance to the main entrance to the Orientale restaurant, where the maître d’ greeted them. “Good evening, Mr and Mrs Jago. I have your reservation and have placed you in the middle of the terrace, if that is acceptable to you both?”

“I’m sure it will be fine.”

As they approached their table, Jago looked around and said good evening to some of the guests they passed. They sat and ordered drinks before viewing the main menu.

Jago and Fi chatted throughout their dinner about anything and everything, which amounted to their fictitious families, work and interests, all for the benefit of those listening in. For they were under no illusions that the staff could supplement their income by passing on useful information.

When the evening was over, they walked back to their villa. They paused outside and embraced and kissed one another passionately, before entering. They didn’t bother to put on the lights, and laughed and giggled until they reached the bedroom. There, Fi activated playback on the digital recorder. It was a recording of a passionate couple and all the noises associated with carnal desires. She placed the device close to the microphone. Then Fi and Jago, with their phones on silent, checked their messages before getting ready for bed.


Chapter 25

It was 5.45 p.m. and Jago and Fi had spent the day out on a chartered boat. They had snorkelled the reefs, enjoyed a freshly cooked lunch on an isolated beach and soaked up the sun, all the things couples do on a well-earned break.

“Do you mind if I shower first, darling, as I’m expecting a call from that guy Abbas at six.”

“Okay. I’ll just call Mum quickly and then do a few laps of the pool.”

Jago wrote a message on his phone and showed Fi the screen. It read: Get Bernie to contact his black hat friends and start seizing and redistributing our newest friend’s assets.

Fi nodded and grabbed her sat phone and headed for the terrace. She walked to the end of the pool and sat at the edge of the sea with a gentle breeze cooling her. She dialled and waited a couple of seconds before the call was answered.

“Hi, Fi. Going secure,” said Abi.

Fi waited for the familiar tones to settle down, indicating the line was secure, before she spoke. “Hi, Mum. It’s all good here. We had a lovely day out on the water – it’s pristine. What about you? What news have you got to tell us?”

“Let’s start, shall we, with Mikey’s friend, Rick who has a new home and is thrilled with it. His boss, Red has had a terrible accident. He’s in hospital and it’s touch and go for him. The technology required to make the machine gun remote-controlled could have been added by an individual listed on the National Crime Agency’s most wanted list. A Mark Fisher, Australian serviceman with advanced skills in computerised weaponry. He’s missing.”

“That sounds promising. What about our best friend?”

“Bernie has been working hard to discover more about Mr Augustus Marne. We believe he is one Augustus Horacio Marne, fifty-two years of age and of mixed race. His mother, Agnes Marne, is white, and the father was Indian and is deceased. Marne is close to his mother; he sees her regularly and provides for her very well indeed. Mrs Marne is a bit of a mystery, but we believe her to be Flur Marne, formerly Flur Zidane. She is considerably younger than her husband, at thirty-three years of age. She’s one metre sixty-eight tall, and slim, with olive skin, and she was last seen with long, dark hair tied back in a ponytail. She has a penchant for gold and headscarves. There is far less information regarding her activities and movements.”

“She shouldn’t be hard to spot then. By the way, hubby has asked if Bernie can ask his friends to join the party. Their names escape me, but you know who I mean – one of them always wears a black hat. They could have so much fun with our new friends.”

“I know who you mean and their names escape me too. I’ll speak to Bernie and get them in gear. Listen, I wouldn’t be too sure about easily spotting Mrs Flur Marne. Bernie says we’ve had difficulty getting up-to-date photos of her. She seems to be fairly elusive, although in complete control of the businesses she and her husband run. He seems more interested in his beekeeping and winemaking. Although he does command a lot of respect, and he employs a small army to carry out his will. He’s definitely not whiter than white. If anyone was involved in the massacre, though, intelligence analysis would suggest that it would have been Mrs Marne rather than Mr Marne involved. We can’t even tell if he would have been aware at this stage.”

“We have an invitation to the Marne’s island home. I wonder who’ll be there?”

“According to Bernie, Mrs Marne was last seen taking a private flight to Pakistan. Reportedly, she has major connections with some very undesirable people.”

“Yes, those Aussies that we met mentioned a couple. Are they still around?” asked Fi.

“Yes, they’re being tracked by the security services and we have up-to-date intel on their whereabouts. I will send you a couple of photographs, and you need to be on the lookout for two individuals.

“First is a German by the name of Hans-Dieter Brunner, aka Arthur Mayer. He weighs ninety-five kilos, is one metre eighty-four tall, he’s about forty years of age, has auburn hair, thinning on top, and has a rounded face. He’s fluent in French, German and English, and has some rather unsavoury business associates. As far as we can see, he’s been a middleman for several arms dealers and terrorist organisations. He’s on the usual wanted lists.

“The second individual is of Moroccan birth. His name is Masuda Benali, he’s thirty-five, one metre seventy-five tall, slightly overweight, and has short black wavy hair. He’s also wanted in most North African countries for everything from plotting to overthrow the regime, to smuggling and customising weapons. It’s rumoured that he’s been busy providing individuals with the relevant skills to automate weapons with drone and remote technology. A lot of the stuff is fairly crude, but effective nonetheless. He also features on Interpol’s most wanted list.”

“I can see that you’ve been busy, Mum. What has our lovely Dominic been up to?”

“We sent him to keep an eye on Agnes, Marne’s mum, who lives in Cotswolds – well, near to Bourton-on-the-Water to be exact. He’s going to see if she has any visitors.”

“He’ll love that, keeping a caring eye on an old dear,” laughed Fi. “Listen, send me over those pictures and I’ll share them with hubby. I’d better go now. We’re waiting for a call.”

“Okay, Fi, will keep you posted. Let us know how it goes.”

Fi ended the call, placed the phone poolside and dove into the clear, warm water. She swam up and down the pool like an Olympic athlete. At the end of her swim she heaved herself out of the pool with ease, dried off and grabbed her phone. She entered the villa and checked the photos that had come through as she swam. She showed Jago the screen, and he acknowledged the message with a nod of the head.

Jago picked up a paperback from the bookcase. It was a John le Carré novel, The Night Manager. He used to be a fan of John le Carré, but hadn’t had time in recent years to sit and read. He read the blurb on the back, then sat on a chair on the terrace and started reading. Fi watched from a distance as the strong, silent man retreated into the pages. It absorbed him; he was in another world. She sat on the sofa, listening to music on her phone. She placed one earbud in her ear, leaving the other free to listen for the expected phone call.

It was 6.05 p.m. when the phone rang. Fi reached the telephone first. “Hello? Fi speaking.”

“Good afternoon, Mrs Jago, this is reception. I have a Mr Abbas on the line for Mr Jago.”

“Okay, please put him through.”

“Very good, Mrs Jago,” said the receptionist.

“Hello, Mrs Jago, I don’t know if you recall our meeting briefly yesterday at the seaplane terminal?”

“Yes, I do. How can I help?”

“I was rather hoping to speak to your husband. Is he around?”

“Yes, he’s reading on the terrace. I’ll just go get him; he won’t be a moment.”

Fi strode the length of the villa to the patio door, where she stopped. “Darling, a telephone call for you. It’s Mr Abbas, the man you met yesterday at the seaplane terminal. He’d like to speak to you.”

“I’ll just mark my place and I’m on my way.”

Jago picked up the receiver. “Hello, Abbas. How are you today?”

“I’m very well, thank you. I’m calling as planned, and I’d like to tell you that we’ve dispatched our motor launch to collect you and your wife so that you may visit us.”

“What? That’s great. But we do have a lot here at our disposal.”

“Oh, I insist. Besides, it should be with you within the next half an hour. May I suggest that your wife brings something like a cardigan. We experience the odd sea breeze in the evening over here, being a little higher above sea level.”

“We’ll be down at the quayside in thirty minutes. We’ll see you soon.”

Abbas ended the call.

Jago gently replaced the receiver and turned to Fi, who was waiting for feedback.

“Well, are we going to visit or not?”

“Mr Abbas has sent their private launch for us and it will be at the quayside in thirty minutes. He suggested that you take something like a cardigan to keep out the sea breeze. Can you be ready in time?”

“I can; the question is, can you?”


***




Jago and Fi were busy chatting to the quayside attendant as a classic motor launch approached. It was a sleek boat and judging by the throaty engines it had power. It also had a spacious cockpit, and the foredeck was an ideal sun pad for those lazy days. The boat pulled up alongside and a stocky Asian man threw the rope to the quayside attendant before jumping up onto the quay. The man wore a holstered sidearm.

“Mr and Mrs Jago, would you come this way, please,” he said in impeccable English.

“And you are?”

“Here to help you, sir,” came the reply. He was obviously not one for sharing his name.

Fi and Jago climbed aboard the launch, and the man jumped in after them and requested the rope from the quayside attendant before signalling to the launch pilot that it was clear to get underway. Once the boat was moving, the man asked, “Would either of you care for a drink?”

“I’d like a white wine spritzer, if you have it?” asked Fi.

“May I have a glass of red wine? What sort do you have?”

“I think we have a Shiraz, a Bordeaux or a Rioja.”

“I’ll have a Rioja.”

“Please sit down, be comfortable. I’ll bring your drinks out directly.”

Fi and Jago sat in the aft area of the boat, and after a few moments the gun-toting waiter served their drinks.

“How far is it?” asked Fi.

“We’ll be there in about thirty minutes, madam, if the water stays calm like it is now.”

The water was rippling and the launch cut through the ocean like butter. Fi looked over the side, through the clear waters, and then to the left, at a tiny island atoll that wasn’t big enough for a garden shed let alone anything else. Jago was looking ahead; he seemed mesmerised.

“A penny for them, darling?” asked Fi.

“Sorry, what? Oh, I was miles away. What did you say?”

“I said a penny for them – you know, your thoughts.”

Jago stared blankly. “I don’t think I was thinking anything. I haven’t done that in years. It must be the motion of the boat and the setting.”

“Nothing to do with me then,” quipped Fi as she snuggled in close.

“It may have a little to do with you too,” smiled Jago as he sipped his Rioja. He returned to his thoughts of Rebecca and wondered how many bottles of wine they had shared.

The launch pilot stuck his head out of the cockpit and interrupted Jago’s thoughts. “We’ll be there in about five minutes, if you would like to finish your drinks.”

Ahead of them they could see an island. It was significantly larger than the ones they’d been passing. It appeared large in part because it was higher above sea level than the others. As they drew near, it became clear that once they landed on the quayside there would be a series of steps to climb, leading up to the main headland.

They docked at the quayside and the boat’s pilot tied off the rope.

“Go ahead, you can’t miss it. Just go to the top of the steps and follow the path; it will take you right to the front door.”

“Thanks for the ride, and the drinks.”

It was warm with a slight breeze. Fi and Jago held hands as they made their way along the quayside and ascended the wooden steps to the higher level. Just before they reached the top, they inserted their respective eye lenses and released their personal MPDs.

When they arrived at the top, they caught sight of some plush, ornate gardens complete with cascading waterfalls and fountains. They could see a large colonial-type house about a hundred metres away from them.

They walked unhurriedly, taking in the salubrious environment. Jago spotted infrared beams at the top of the stairs, and after scanning the area, he could see that this was the main perimeter defence. Strategic lighting illuminated the walkways and potential dark spots throughout. There were two overt cameras, and presumably several covert ones too. Jago thought that there were bound to be movement sensors in sensitive areas. Any reading on these devices would naturally arouse suspicion, as it was doubtful that there were any indigenous animals living in the environment.

They arrived at the foot of a magnificent stairway with an elaborate marble balustrade. As they ascended the staircase, a man and a woman appeared at either side of the huge carved wooden front door. Each of them held a security wand and each carried a sidearm.

The man stepped forward. “Good evening, sir, madam. Please raise your arms. This is just a security precaution. I’m sure that you understand.”

“Yes, of course. We can’t be too careful these days, can we,” replied Jago as he complied with the request.

The woman, possibly of South American origin, didn’t speak as she passed her wand over Fi’s body. The wand only sounded an alert as she passed Fi’s jewellery.

The woman nodded to the man.

“You may proceed. Just open the door, enter and wait in the lobby. Someone will attend to you shortly.”

“Thank you,” replied Jago, at which point he heard a helicopter nearby.

Fi and Jago entered a marble-floored, circular lobby. It was a display of pure opulence, designed to attack the senses upon entry. The décor, the furniture, the mirrors and the lighting cried wealth. There was a round table in the middle of the lobby upon which the centrepiece was a sculpture of a wine goblet with a bee on its rim. Jago walked around it, studying every aspect of the piece of art. Fi was admiring the curved-back furniture that surrounded them when Abbas entered.

“They’re Italian, my dear; exquisite, aren’t they?”

Fi calmly continued to examine the piece nearest to her. “Yes, they are beautiful. I’d hate to guess the price,” she replied.

“All I can say is that they’re rather expensive.” Abbas walked over to Jago and shook his hand. “It’s good to see you again, and of course with your lovely wife.”

Abbas turned to Fi, who extended her hand for him to shake, and he gently held it, lifted it slightly and bent down to kiss the back of her hand while maintaining eye contact with her.

He composed himself. “Shall we go through here? I think they have now set everything up for us.”

Abbas led the way down a short, yet suitably decorated passageway. This led into a large open area which at first glance could have been mistaken for circular, but was in fact hexagonal. The area in which they found themselves was vast, and upon looking upward Jago saw that a magnificent crystal dome formed the roof. From the centre of the dome hung a beautiful chandelier. Fi and Jago looked all around them. Paintings of flowers, vines, grapes and bees of all shapes and colours adorned the walls. On one wall there hung a series of eight transparent hexagonal structures populated with bees. They could see bees travelling back and forth though two tubes that emanated from the structures. Fi walked over to inspect.

“My dear, they’re marvellous, aren’t they? I think they’re called something like a BEEcosystem. They’re small modules that one can add to as desired. Mr Marne is a very keen apiarist, and this is a way of studying them.”

“They’re fascinating. I wonder how many of them there are in those eight tiny modules?”

“I have no idea, my dear; that is a question you would have to pose to Mr Marne. Although I have to say, he has been called away. You have only just missed him. Maybe you heard his helicopter taking off earlier, as you were walking through the gardens?”

Jago interjected, “Yes, I heard a helicopter. I hope it’s nothing too serious?”

“I wouldn’t know. I believe it’s just business. Shall we proceed?”


Chapter 26

Abbas had already walked off, down a longer corridor, and Jago and Fi followed. Abbas stopped at a set of wooden double doors. He took a golden door handle in each hand and with a slight push he opened the doors wide, revealing a five-row cinema room.

“Please come in and sit down, make yourself comfortable. Would you care for a drink?”

“I’ll just have water, please,” said Jago.

“And you, my dear?”

“I’ll have the same, thank you.”

Abbas pressed an intercom button and requested the drinks.

Jago and Fi sat next to each other in the back row of the home cinema. They noticed a man sitting in the front row on the far-left seat. He hadn’t turned to face them yet.

“I imagine you’re wondering why we’re here?”

Neither Jago nor Fi responded verbally. They waited for Abbas to tell them.

“Let me tell you, shall I? Or should I say, let me show you.”

Abbas picked up a remote control and photos of Jago, Mikey and Fi transitioned in a slideshow on the screen. There were many photos from the police station CCTV, although a couple were taken at the time of Rich Cassidy’s arrest. Someone had taken these from long range.

Jago was thinking who on the inside would have had access.

The screen paused on a photo of Fi and Jago carrying their bags through the police station. Abbas pressed a couple of buttons and the images on the screen flitted forwards and backwards. Then footage began playing. On the screen was a room, empty except for a single chair facing away from a patio window with a sliding door. The door was closed and beyond it was a drop-down shutter.

Jago and Fi watched intently as the footage showed a woman being dragged to the chair. Her face was bloodied, bruised and swollen. The remains of her clothes hung from her wounded body, revealing tanned flesh. It looked as though something had ripped them from her. The two people who had dragged her in, and who were now tying her to the bolted-down chair, were the same two security guards who had searched Fi and Jago at the main door earlier. On the film, they left and someone entered the room wearing a beekeeper’s outfit. They held a small bottle with a dropper, akin to what you would find in a pharmacy.

Abbas paused the footage. “This part is brilliant, very clever. Mr Marne is a wizard,” he said excitedly.

On the screen the beekeeper took droplets of the substance and dropped them onto the woman. He explained, “These are artificial pheromones. They simulate two components, isopentyl acetate, also known as IPA, and something called 2-heptanone. IPA is the principal active component of the alarm pheromone blend and is responsible for the majority of sting-releasing activity. In essence, it is a warning signal that the hive is in danger, and the young worker bees, whose job is to guard the hive, respond by stinging the intruder, the threat. Bees can release the alarm pheromones while thrusting out the sting without actually stinging, or while stinging, and the pheromones can also be released from stings left in the victim. The receiver bees, those that receive the transferred nectar from the forager bees, are programmed for primary defensive behaviour, often in the form of attack against the source of danger.”

They all watched as Marne pulled a cord, opening the shutter on the window. Once the shutter was up, Marne slid open the patio door, outside of which stood a beehive. The terrified woman in the chair could obviously hear what Marne was doing, and as she heard the bees, she screamed and begged Marne to stop.

Marne, in his beekeeper suit, walked over to the woman. “Now now, my dear, there’s no need for all that. You should have thought about the consequences before you infiltrated my organisation. That was very dishonest of you, and you had no reason to enter into my affairs, or those of my wife. I don’t care who you’re working for; we can deal with that as and when the need arises. But I will not tolerate disloyal employees, or associates of employees. In your case, you happen to be an employee of one of my paid associates, and I might add that he’s a close associate, and one I hold in high regard. The truth is, you cannot be dishonest anymore.”

The bees were bumping into the woman, a common first warning from the guard bees. They sensed that she wasn’t leaving the area; she couldn’t if she wanted to. And one by one, they attacked her, and her horrific screams took over the footage. The bees attacked relentlessly, stinging her until the sun set, at which point the bees returned to the hive.

Abbas paused the video. “Exciting, eh?”

On the screen, the woman remained tied to the chair with her head falling to one side in her unconscious, if not dying, state.

“For some. What happens now, Abbas?” asked Jago.

“I’m sure that you can imagine what fate has in store for you, Mr Jago, if that is your real name. Let’s not waste any time.” Abbas called over to the man who until now had remained seated. “Matthias, let’s go, let’s get them moved out of here. We want nothing messy happening here in the house.”

Matthias was a big man. He was wearing a tight T-shirt and his arm muscles bulged menacingly. More alarmingly, he was holding a machine pistol in his right hand. He walked around in front of Jago and Fi and motioned for them to stand and walk towards the door.

“Where would you like me to take them, Mr Abbas?” asked Matthias.

“Take them to the building next to the maintenance huts, and don’t walk across the gardens. Follow the red route – yes, that’s it, follow the red line.” Abbas looked at Jago for a reaction.

Jago had heard the expression, and it instantly reminded him of the long walk to the morgue in the hospital. He looked at Abbas and stared right through him.

“Oh, I see I hit a nerve there, did I, Mr Jago? You’ve followed a red line recently, haven’t you? Not a very nice experience, I imagine.”

Jago didn’t answer, and walked out of the room with Fi by his side and Matthias to his rear. They could hear the footfalls of Abbas following them along the passageway.

Upon arriving at the wide-open space where paintings of bees, honey and wine adorned the walls, Jago and Fi split to the left and right. They knew Matthias was under orders not to create any mess within the house and took complete advantage of his predicament. Both Jago and Fi threw every ornament and item they could find at Matthias, who was in a quandary.

Matthias moved right, after Jago, who knocked over furniture into Matthias’s pathway. As Matthias negotiated chairs and two sets of drawers, Jago turned around, ran, leapt up a wall and bounced off into a kick to Matthias’s head. Matthias reeled backwards over the furniture, landing heavily on his back. Jago pounced, stomping on the arm that held the machine pistol, and once that was released he dropped his full body weight on Matthias and drove an elbow into his throat. As Matthias rolled and clutched his throat in agony, Jago grabbed the centrepiece statue and clubbed Matthias on the side of the head.

Fi was on her way to help Jago, should he need it, and noticed Abbas had produced a pistol. “Boss, Abbas has a gun.”

Jago dived and rolled away from his current position and levelled the machine pistol at Abbas, who was raising his pistol to aim it at Jago. Jago let rip with a short burst, hitting Abbas. He went down and Fi ran to disarm him. She grabbed his pistol and pointed it at him.

“Where’s Marne? Where’s he going?” she asked Abbas.

Two rounds had hit Abbas’s upper leg and it was bleeding profusely. “I don’t know, really I don’t know. He just said he had to leave. I only called the helicopter pilot for him. The helicopter will take him to the airport, and he’ll give his aeroplane pilot his destination whilst he’s travelling. That’s what he always does. Please, I need help or I’ll die.”

The exterior guards were reacting to the commotion and entering through the main door.

Fi ran across the room to the glass hives hanging on the wall. She was out of the guards’ sight as she reached up to dislodge one of the eight hives. With a slight lift and a tug, she broke it away from the others and then she hurled it down the passageway, where it smashed, releasing hundreds of bees. She grabbed another and repeated the action, and then again and again, releasing bees throughout the building. As she grabbed the fifth mini hive, Jago, who was covering the corridor, noticed that something had dropped out of the hive.

He called out to Fi, “Fi, see what that is that’s fallen out of the hive.”

Fi turned and looked around her feet and saw a blue flash drive. She plucked it up from the floor before hurling the fifth hive down the corridor towards the guards.

Jago, who was searching for an escape route, looked along another passageway that led away from the inner sanctum they were in. He could see French doors at the end, leading out into the gardens.

Despite the bees, the two guards were advancing along the corridor.

“Fi, this way,” called Jago, pointing towards the French doors.

As Fi passed him, he looked upwards and fired the machine pistol at the crystal-domed ceiling, and immediately retreated with Fi before the glass and chandelier crashed on the floor. They ran a short distance before bursting through the French doors and out into the gardens. They could hear the voices of the two guards in the house. They were shouting, calling for help over their radios.

In the gardens, there was a single post that supported three directional lights shining across them. Jago aimed the pistol and with a short burst disabled the lights, plunging everything into darkness, save the area close to the house. Jago and Fi moved quietly in the shadows and heard someone running close by. They stilled themselves beside the abundant vegetation. While Jago and Fi were in the house, their MPDs had been in inert mode and perched on the roof. Now the pair were in the open, the MPDs had resumed protection mode. Both viewed the area via their MPD lenses and saw the runner pass them and go into the house.

Jago checked his intended direction before moving off, leaving Fi to observe the easterly side of the island. As they moved swiftly through the gardens, they heard garbled chatter from a radio with its volume up high. They needed to pass through an arched gate which was being guarded by a single man. Jago crept around the man’s right flank, poised to pounce at a moment’s notice. Fi sauntered towards the man.

“STOP! Who are you? What are you doing here?” challenged the man, raising his weapon.

“Good evening. It’s a lovely night for a stroll in the gardens, isn’t it?” answered Fi, drawing closer to him.

“You’re not allowed here; you’re supposed to be in the house. What was all the commotion?”

“Oh, I’m afraid that a friend of mine had drunk a little too much and fired some bullets into the air – you know, like the Arabs in the desert do.”

The man relaxed his stance, and Jago pounced. He took the man’s legs out from under him and he landed flat on his face. Jago followed up by striking him hard and fast. He took the weapon from the still body and checked the man’s ammunition magazines. The machine pistol had a few rounds left and Jago took the man’s AR15 and three mags.

“Come on, Fi, let’s get out of here. Yusef is waiting for us off the eastern coast.”

They ran through the tropical gardens and past an ornate fountain before reaching a waist-high fence. With their eyes fully adjusted, they could see the ocean beneath them and Yusef in the speedboat about twenty metres away. The guards were closing in and the odd shot pinged past them. They both crouched and retrieved their MPDs.

“Fi, you go. I’ll give cover.”

Fi plunged into the water and swam to the boat quickly. As Jago fired in the guards’ direction to keep them pinned down, he heard the boat’s engine start. He fired again. The boat was getting closer. He paused and then fired more shots at the guards, before diving into the sea, where he punched one arm through a looped rope dangling alongside the moving boat. With his bent arm firmly hooked into the loop, he remained in the water as the boat gained speed and followed the curve of the island, placing it out of sight of the pursuing guards. Yusef put out to sea before slowing to allow Jago to climb into the boat.

Yusef handed Jago a towel from the hotel. “Where to, Mr Jago?”

“The airport, Yusef, let’s go to the airport.”

“Okay, but you’d better hold on, because this baby goes quick.”

And with Yusef’s comment came a sudden lurch forward as he engaged full throttle.

Yusef shouted above the engine noise, “I’ll get you there within the hour. All your gear is here, as you instructed.”

Jago was drying himself and staring back at the island. Fi watched him. He was alone in his thoughts and he concerned her. “Are you all right, Boss?”

Jago turned. “Yes, I’m fine, Fi. And you?”

“Yes, I’m good. I wanted to ask you, what was all that stuff about a red line that Abbas was on about?”

Jago stopped drying himself and heaved a huge sigh. “He was referring to my having to follow a red line on the floor of a long corridor in the hospital’s basement. The red line led to the mortuary where I had to identify Rebecca.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry, Boss. I didn’t realise.”

“No problem, Fi, you weren’t to know. The question is, how did Abbas know? And there can only be one answer to that.”

“Who knew you were there?”

“Our family liaison, Captain Bennet, or Benny as he likes to be called. We’d better contact Mikey and warn him. But first let’s call Abi.”


Chapter 27

As they rapidly passed small atolls, Jago asked Yusef to slow down for a while, just to reduce the noise while he made a call.

“Abi, go secure.”

“Hi, Boss. Going secure, wait … Okay, secure now. How can I help you?”

“I need you to prepare urgent assistance to extract Mikey and one other. I’ll get Mikey to send his coordinates as soon as I’ve warned him on my next call. Who have we got in the area who can assist?”

“We can ask the TRG to send a team.”

“No, we can’t do that. They have a mole in the organisation.”

“Crikey. Okay, Plan B. We can make the research team operational. We can take Emily and Sean out of the game for however long it takes. Or we could try to convince the embassy or consulate to send a team. We would have to justify using British assets, but that shouldn’t be a problem, as two of the victims of the massacre were British citizens. We would only be a request for provision of support during an ongoing investigation.”

“Right, Abi, time is not on our side, or Mikey’s, so use Emily and Sean. But let the embassy know what’s going on; maybe they can provide refuge. This is a matter of the highest priority, and it’s a matter we can’t discuss with senior intelligence officials and TRG in the area.”

“Right, Boss, I’m on it now. Please send me the coordinates when you have them. Let’s set access codes now, wait one. You can tell Mikey that they’ll be using verbal parole number five for authentication when they arrive at his location.”

“Will do, Abi. But before I go, can you get Bernie to look for a charter flight for us in Malé, preferably a jet. We’re en route now and will arrive within the hour. And we need to know where Marne’s plane is going. He’s currently in a helicopter and has a head start on us, and he should leave within the next hour. We need to know where he’s going.”

“You’ve been on speakerphone, so Bernie’s onto it right now.”

“How is Dom doing at the mother’s place?”

“He’s bored witless,” replied Abi.

“Shame. Tell him to stay put. Marne trusts her, and that can open doors for us. How is the information flow from the Aussies?”

“To be honest, it’s virtually non-existent. The last things we had were the list of the casualties and their profiles. Which we’ve worked on at our end. None of the casualties appeared to have links with the anti-mine campaigners, and none were wanted for anything apart from the odd overdue utility bill here and there.”

“Do me a favour: the next time you hear from the TRG, let it slip that we have information that heavily implicates the bikies in all of this as part of some drugs turf war. It would be good if you could ensure that the TRG liaison gets a copy of a document with that text included.”

“Okay, Boss, it will be a pleasure. I’m going now and will let you finish your boat ride. Say hi to Fi from us, will you? Oh, and are you able to tell us who that mole might be? It would be useful to know, regarding who we can and can’t contact.”

“In answer to your first question, yes, I’ll say hi to Fi. And it looks as though the mole is our friendly liaison officer, Captain Bennet. If you do some digging, take care; we don’t want to spook him just yet. I would appreciate it if the guys would start locating his assets, but hold off stripping them until I’m on my way back to Perth. Speak soon.”

“Okay, Boss, no problem. I’ll get the guys onto it. Stay safe.”

The call ended and Jago called Mikey.

“Mikey, this is Jago. Go secure.”

“Okay, secure now. Hi, Jago. How are things?”

“Shall we say, developing? I need you to send me the coordinates for your location.”

“Why, are you thinking of dropping in for tea?” asked Mikey jovially.

“No, but somebody might be and they wouldn’t be any good for your health or that of your friend.”

“Seeing as you put it like that, I’ll send them to you straight away. Anyone I know?”

“Bennet, it must be Bennet. We’ve just had a little tête-à-tête with one of the bad guys and they had photographs of us all at the station and at Cassidy’s place. Plus, they had other information that’s personal and only Bennet knew that information. I’m tasking two friends to collect you and Rich Cassidy. How far are you from central Perth?”

“About an hour and a half. How will I know them?”

“One male and one female. They’ll use the verbal parole, ‘Hello, Mr Henderson, do you still have the puppies for sale?’ Your response will be, ‘My name’s Hanson, and I only have one left, and he’s tiny.’ The tail of the parole is, ‘I’m sure he’ll be fine. We only have a small place.’ Did you get all of that?”

“Yes, Jago. I got all of that. I’ll expect them within a couple of hours then.”

“Good, that’s set then. Take care, Mikey.”

“Will do. I’ll see you when you get back,” replied Mikey before he ended the call.

Jago watched the white breakers of the turquoise waters breaking against the tiny island paradises dotted around while enduring many proclamations from Yusef about every island they passed. And then, as he was looking behind, he spotted the whitewash of two boats in the distance on the same course. He kept his eyes on the boats and nudged Fi, pointing rearwards. She promptly took out a pair of high-powered binoculars from her kit bag and studied the pursuing craft.

Jago continued his conversation with Mikey. “Are you sure nobody in the department will know where you are?”

“I’m as sure as I can be. We’re at an old friend’s new place; he hasn’t even moved in yet. Cassidy is holding up well, and he’s been helping to do stuff around the house. He’s not a bad guy really, just a little lost, but definitely not a killer.”

“Okay, I’d better go now and send the coordinates to the team, and then I’ve got a plane to catch. Let me know when you’re both safe.”

“I’ll do that. Cheers, mate.”

Jago received Mikey’s coordinates on a secure message and forwarded them to Abi and the team. He then patted Yusef on the back. “Yusef, did I hear you tell Fi that your cousin lives on that tiny island over there?”

“Yes, that’s what I told her when you were on the telephone, Mr Jago. But I’m afraid to say that I’ve been so busy I haven’t had time to see him.”

“Well, Yusef, today is your lucky day. You’ve completed your working hours with us. We’ll leave the boat in the airport harbour. Just send your bill to Miss Abi and you will be suitably recompensed for all of your excellent help.”

“But Mr Jago, if I go now, I will not have fulfilled my contract in delivering you to the airport.”

Fi set down the binoculars and took out her MP5. Yusef watched as she expertly inserted a magazine into the weapon. He also looked behind them and saw the wash of the two boats closing in.

“Oh, I see what you’re doing, Mr Jago. You are trying to protect me, and that’s very good of you. But you need me to control the boat; it’s very powerful, you know.”

Jago stepped in and took the boat controls. He increased the throttle and expertly swung the boat around, heading towards Yusef’s cousin’s home.

“Yusef, we’ll be passing the island fast and close. You can swim, can’t you?”

“Yes, sir, I can swim, but why are you asking?”

“We won’t be stopping, Yusef, that’s why.”

Fi placed a life jacket over Yusef’s head. “Better safe than sorry, eh!”

Yusef swallowed hard. “You don’t mean that—”

He didn’t have time to finish his sentence, as Fi gently nudged him overboard. Jago increased the throttle, accelerating out of Yusef’s sight in seconds. Fi maintained watch behind as Jago deviated from the set course.

Fi shouted to Jago, “They’ve split, one either side of the island, and they have no air support.”

“Are we in their sights?” asked Jago.

“No, not at the moment. But my guess is that they’ll try to take us front and rear.”

“Hold on,” instructed Jago as he decelerated and turned the boat towards the coastline. He headed for an inlet they had just passed and quickly reversed into it, close to and slightly underneath the hanging foliage.

The first boat passed without noticing them, and Jago slowly moved out of position, hugging the coastline. Fi looked through the infrared monocular, through which she could see a small vessel three kilometres away. Her monocular illuminated the hottest part of the view, which was obviously the engines. She watched as the two boats converged.

“They’re slowing now, to get alongside each other.”

“Okay, pass me my MP5 and get ready. We’ll take them on directly,” said Jago as he sped towards the now-stationary craft.

Fi tried to maintain a watch on the boats, but it proved difficult given the speed of their boat. She called out to Jago, “It looks as though there are two people in each boat.”

Yusef was right; they were in a powerful boat. “Let’s go then,” said Jago, “full throttle.”

Fi and Jago were quickly upon their pursuers. As soon as the crews in the boats realised that they were being approached, they panicked, and it looked as though the crew in one boat, the one facing Fi and Jago directly, couldn’t start its engine. The other boat was moving and turning, presenting an excellent target for Jago and Fi, who advanced on its broadside and riddled the boat’s hull with bullet holes. The boat’s occupants dived overboard to escape the hail of bullets.

Jago spun to port just as the second boat was getting underway. Its crew spotted Jago’s course and darted to starboard to evade his attack. Fi fixed herself with rope on to the side of the boat and fired short bursts. A crew member erratically returned fire, and although the rounds pinged close by, nothing appeared to hit the boat.

Jago spun the boat around and headed directly for the craft to their front. He rested his weapon on the top of the dashboard and Fi joined him at his side. As they neared, they fired continuously, until the boat veered to their port side. Jago slowed to turn, while Fi changed position and continued to put down fire.

The pursuers’ boat was slowing and Jago increased the throttle to meet it broadside. There was no returning fire. Only one man was visible, and as Jago and Fi approached, he raised his hands in the now-still boat. Fi trained her weapon on him as they drew alongside. They could see that the other man was down and not moving.

Jago called over to the surrendering man, “Take off your shirt and shorts and slowly turn around.”

The man complied without hesitation, leaving him naked.

“Okay, put your shorts back on and step onto the bow with your hands held high.”

Once again, the man complied.

“I’m going to board your boat. Don’t move and you will not be harmed. Nod if you understand.”

The man nodded profusely.

Jago boarded and cuffed the man’s hands behind his back, and then guided him to a position where Fi could train her weapon on him.

“Don’t put a foot wrong and give her the pleasure of killing you. She won’t hesitate.”

The man’s eyes widened as he stared directly down the barrel of Fi’s weapon.

Jago quickly checked for any sign of life in the other man. There was none. He searched the body and the boat, finding nothing of value. Jago guided the captive to his boat before grabbing the flare gun and pouring fuel from a fuel can over the boat. He stepped back over to his boat and slowly made off, before firing the flare gun into the pursuers’ boat. Within seconds it was on fire, and then it exploded into smithereens.

Jago engaged the throttle and corrected the boat’s course for the airport.

Fi sat the captive down and applied a gag. “What shall we do with him?” she asked, directly in front of him.

“We have a few options.”

The man’s ears pricked up upon hearing this.

Jago continued, “We can take him with us and hand him over to the authorities, but I doubt that will serve any purpose. I suspect that the local police will be in Marne’s pocket. Then there’s option two: we could just shoot him and throw him overboard for the sharks.”

Fi cut in, “So far I’m in favour of option two, Boss.”

The gagged man made unintelligible noises and shuffled in his seat, trying to attract their attention.

“Then we have option three, and that is to simply throw him overboard.”

“Okay, option three sounds good, but with hands tied or free? I think tied would be better. And there’s the question of throwing him overboard near an island or miles away from one?”

“Yes, these are true dilemmas. But let’s not forget that Marne will be none too happy with him and might kill him anyway. That would save us a job. I say untie him and throw him off ASAP. We could do with losing the weight, as it seems we’re leaking like a sieve.”

Fi looked at the ingress of water. As the two exchanged more banter, they drew close to a trio of islands.

“Shall I send him over now, Boss?”

“Hang on a second, I’ll slow down.”

Jago relaxed the throttle, and Fi drew her combat knife from its sheath and stepped towards the fidgeting man.

“Turn around and hold still,” she ordered.

The frightened man rose to his feet warily and turned. Fi cut his cuffs, and as he brought his hands together in front of his body, rubbing them to help the circulation return, she shoved him over the side.

“All done, Boss. We can go full throttle now, if it will take it. Mind you, Yusef will be none too pleased by the state of his boat.”


Chapter 28

Jago and Fi arrived at the bay next to the runway in their bullet-riddled boat and secured it to a mooring. As they walked away, towards the airport, the boat exploded, leaving a single rope tied to the dock cleat.

Jago and Fi looked back at the explosion. “Well, we only just made it back in time, Boss!” exclaimed Fi as she watched the debris landing all around the dockside.

“Yes, we were lucky. Let’s find that airline that Abi sent us details of. We’re looking for the ExecJet hangar.”

Within minutes, they could hear the sirens of the emergency service vehicles as they headed towards the burning debris.

They passed a row of single-storey offices adjacent to the main hangars before they happened upon the ExecJet office. The light was on, and as they were about to enter a burly chap exited, cursing in a broad Australian accent at someone inside the office. He was wearing black trousers and a white shirt with an insignia on his epaulettes.

He looked at Fi and Jago. “What are you two looking at? What do you want?”

“I think you’ll find that we’re actually paying your wages, if you are who I think you are. So, I’d change your attitude if I were you,” replied Jago, as he gently placed his bags on the ground and walked towards the man. “I take it you’re the pilot of the jet we’ve booked?”

“Err, yeah, I’m the pilot. The name’s Mack. Look, I’m sorry if I offended you in any way. It’s just that the guy in there is a real pain sometimes. He pays well, but he’s a real pain.”

“Apology accepted. Do we have to check in inside the office?”

“Yes, you do. He’ll do all the paperwork and I’ll get her ready.”

As Mack walked away, Jago asked, “Fi, can you get an update from Abi on Marne’s position? I’ll get the paperwork done.”

Jago knocked on the counter in the office, where a tall, slim Asian man stood with his back to Jago. He was reading a document.

“Look, Mack, you’ll just have to wait for your money until you’ve done this last job.”

“Excuse me,” said Jago in a low tone.

The man, possibly of Indian origin, spun around and hurriedly placed the document on his desk.

“I’m sorry, sir. I thought that you were—”

“Our pilot?”

“Err, yes. But how did you know?”

“We met him outside. He’s a colourful chap, isn’t he?”

“Err, yes, he is. Although he’s one of our best pilots, but don’t tell him I said that, will you?”

“I won’t.”

“Oh, how rude of me. I’m Pradip Desai, proprietor of ExecJet. Am I correct in assuming that you are Mr Jago? Your office said to expect you sometime this evening. Have you had a pleasant journey so far?”

“You could say that. It’s been eventful.”

“Oh, good. I’m glad to hear that,” said Pradip, and he opened a folder containing a prepayment slip and booking form. “I need to see your passports, and can you let me know your destination? I have everything else from your office, including payment authorisation.”

Jago handed him the passports. “I’ll have the destination in a couple of minutes. My colleague is on the phone right now.”

“You mean that you don’t know where you are going? Doesn’t that concern you?”

“Not in the least. It’s all part of the job – security. We can get sent anywhere at any time.”

Pradip shook his head in disbelief as he copied the passports and completed the forms.

Fi entered the office. “It looks as though we’re off to Mauritius, Boss.”

“Okay, Pradip, you heard the lady – put our destination down as Mauritius. We might not be there long, so we would like to keep the jet at our disposal while we’re there. We’ll pay the going rate.”

“Yes, of course, sir. But I must check with the pilot that he’s available.”

“If he’s as good as you say he is, tell him we’ll pay him double the salary he’d usually get. That should persuade him, don’t you think?”

“Yes, I think that offer should suitably persuade him. Let me check with him.”

Jago watched with interest through the aged blinds at the window as the two exchanged views. Mack remonstrated with arms flailing around, while Pradip, the more subservient, did his best to put his point of view across. Pradip left the pilot outside and made his way back to the office. Jago continued to look through the window and saw Mack set his bag on the ground, take out a bottle and drink an almighty swallow from it. Jago made a mental note of Mack’s action.

“Well, Mr Jago, I think we have a deal. You’ll be pleased to know your flight time will be approximately four and a half hours.”

“Thank you. I don’t suppose – and this is for future reference, you understand – that you do a self-fly deal, do you? It might be nice to zip around this area in one of your jets.”

“It is something we could consider for the right clients with the requisite qualifications. I believe we could get insurance cover for this under our existing policy. Or if there was a problem, we could make you a temporary employee. But for someone like yourself, Mr Jago, it wouldn’t be a problem. You can fly, can’t you?”

“Yes, Pradip, I can fly. Here’s my pilot’s licence.”

Jago showed him his pilot’s licence, which Pradip viewed with interest.

“Are we done here?” asked Jago.

“Yes, Mr Jago, we are all done. Have a very pleasant journey.”

“Thank you. We may see you again.”

Jago and Fi left the office, collected their bags and headed for the Cessna Citation X+ aircraft. They ascended the few steps up to the luxurious aircraft, and once inside they stowed their bags securely above some sleek beige-leather seats. Mack was up front in the cockpit and had started the engines. Jago approached him.

“Hi, Mack. Pradip asked me to tell you that he needs to speak to you about something before we take off.”

“But I’ve just started up.”

“Okay, but he seemed pretty insistent – something about taxing your extra payment for the trip. Don’t worry, we’ll get strapped in and relax while you go see him.”

Mack unbuckled and stormed out of the plane. Jago watched until he was out of sight, and then lifted the steps and secured the door.

“What are you doing, Boss?” asked Fi curiously.

“Mack’s been drinking and I’m not risking him flying us. I’ll fly myself. Can you get Pradip on the phone, please, and I’ll explain when we’re underway.”


Chapter 29

Islamabad Serena Hotel

He watched her naked, slender frame as she crawled along the huge bed towards the edge. She didn’t realise that he was still awake, and she made her way quietly to the bathroom.

He checked the time on the state-of-the-art digital clock radio mounted on the mahogany bedside table. It was 2.30 a.m. They’d had a meeting the previous evening with mutual clients and it had gone well. A planning dinner had followed with four of their closest associates, and they hadn’t reached their hotel room until midnight. Their agenda had been full, yet purposeful, and they’d willingly sacrificed their time. Most of all, though, they cherished the time they spent alone together, when they would make love for hours on end in between exquisitely designed satin bed sheets in an executive suite. Total privacy was assured by Flur Marne’s security team conducting a countermeasure sweep of the room twice daily at infrequent times.

She’d been having an affair with Bryn Khan-Wright for three years. She imagined that her husband suspected she had a lover. He certainly had the financial means to pay the best to find out for him, yet she doubted that he would bother. Their marriage was founded on a love that was more spiritual than physical, and he was happy with his other loves – honey and wine. And yet he relied upon her business activities to support his passions.

Flur returned to the room and quietly began dressing.

“Do you remember when we first met, when our eyes first met?” asked Bryn.

“I didn’t wake you, did I?”

“No, you didn’t wake me, and you haven’t answered my question.”

Putting on her silky underwear and hooking her bra, she said, “I remember the time we first met. I couldn’t believe, and I still can’t, how wonderful it is to look into your eyes. I fell in love with you the moment I saw you.”

“But you didn’t even know me – you didn’t know what I do for a living, you didn’t know what I stand for. How could you have loved me from the start?”

“What you do is unimportant. It’s you, the person, the man, I have fallen in love with, not what you do. It so happens that some of your aims and visions complement mine, not always and not in every way, but some of them do, and that’s a bonus for both of us.”

“Then why not stop this cloak-and-dagger facade and be with me always?”

She continued dressing, slipping on a beautifully patterned lightweight trouser suit. “Look, Bryn, we’ve been through this a thousand times. I’m married, and we both knew that when we entered into this relationship. I didn’t want to be with you to escape my marriage, I’m here because I fell in love with you. But I also love him and everything he stands for. I hope that you may understand that one day.”

He looked her in the eye; he wanted her. “Don’t go just yet.”

“I have to go. I have to be there for the meeting; it’s all arranged. People will already be there, or en route, and I can’t let them down. Besides, it’s in my interests to be there too.”

She fixed her hair and put on her jewellery. First, she put on an elegant gold necklace which had a centrepiece of onyx and turquoise inserts, and two round brilliant-cut diamonds, and then she inserted matching earrings. She placed a diamond-encrusted, serpent-style gold bracelet on her left wrist, and then added a colourful MVSA watch to her right.

“My driver will be here soon. Do you want a drink before I go? I can call room service.”

“That sounds good. Why don’t we have tea together.”

Flur called room service to make the order. She then spread herself in the corner of the huge sofa in the centre of the lounge. Bryn left the bed, put on a pair of shorts and joined her.

“How close do you think the Australian authorities will get?” asked Flur anxiously.

“Don’t worry, you’ll get your land, rights and all. And you’ll get it at a good price. Our little show of power will get them rattled, forcing them to make decisions right up at the highest levels. While they’re doing that, they’ll be distracted from other matters. Our movement has far more credibility now. We have people on the inside who are keeping us updated. We know that the gang leader has said too much, and the wheels are in motion to silence him. So, don’t worry.”

“But nobody claimed responsibility, so how can your movement have any credibility?”

“We need not declare ourselves to the enemy, but we can shout about our successful attack from the rooftops to our allies, financiers and select competitors, and maybe collaborators. Let the enemy figure out who we are, and let’s not aid them in their quest. They know we exist; they just don’t know who we are and what our full capabilities are. This action was merely a demonstration to attract support for our cause, and it’s already bearing fruit. I mean, look at our meeting last night. We would never have brokered that meeting had it not been for our success. Now we have the possibility of greater things.”

As he spoke about his cause and his vision, Bryn’s tone had changed, conveying his excitement.

“I love it when you talk like that,” said Flur. “You’re so passionate about your work, and you let nothing interfere with your vision, even me. When you’re planning, training and overseeing an operation, I am not in your mind, and I understand that. We understand each other’s needs, I have my business needs, and whilst I can’t pretend to understand your cause, we can put that to one side to maintain our love.”

There was a knock at the door. “Room service.”

Flur went to open the door, and a member of the hotel staff wheeled in a trolley with tea and pastries.

“Shall I pour, madam, or would you prefer to do it yourself?”

“I think we can manage, thank you,” she replied as she reached into her purse and handed him a tip.

“Thank you, madam. While I’m here, may I check the temperature and pressure in your bathroom, please? It will only take a moment. We’ve had a couple of guests complain that the hot water pressure is not high enough and therefore the temperature has dropped.”

“Err, yes, fine. Thank you.”

As the member of staff made his way to the bathroom, Bryn eyed him with suspicion. Flur poured the tea and Bryn kept his eyes on the bathroom door. They heard the water being turned on and off, then the flush of the toilet. The man exited the bathroom.

“I’ve checked your facilities and they seem in order. May I get you to sign this?” he asked as he bent down to the trolley.

As he moved into an upright position, Flur kept a watchful eye on him and plunged her hand into her handbag for her pistol. Meanwhile, Bryn had reached one hand down the back of the sofa, searching for a pistol hidden there. Just as he reached it, the waiter produced a clipboard, beneath which, fastened with Velcro, was a holstered pistol. He drew the pistol and pointed it at Bryn. He fired two shots. Simultaneously, Flur produced her pistol and fired it at the man.

Bryn had dived onto the floor with the pistol in his hand. He looked up, over the top of the sofa, waiting for the man to come into view before firing. The man moved forward, towards the back of the sofa, to avoid Flur’s shots, and also to get a better feel for where Bryn was. Upon reaching the back of the sofa, he locked eyes with Bryn, and he moved his weapon to fire.

Bryn squeezed off two rounds in quick succession, hitting the man in the right shoulder. He spun around in pain, and took a round in the back from Flur. He lurched forward and stumbled, but quickly regained his footing, turning to fire at Flur. She stood poised, ready to fire again, with her pistol still trained on him. As the man raised his pistol, Bryn came into view and fired two more shots straight into his chest. The man reeled backwards as blood splattered furniture and walls.

A bodyguard burst into the room just as the body was hitting the floor. He was too late to be of any use.

“Flur, are you okay?” Bryn asked urgently as he walked to her side.

“Yes, yes, I’m fine.” She turned to the bodyguard. “How did he get past you?”

“He had nothing except your food and drinks when he passed us. We checked him thoroughly. Did he go anywhere else in the suite while he was here?”

“Yes, he said that he had to check the water pressure in the bathroom.”

The bodyguard rushed immediately to the bathroom, where upon entering he noticed that the lid to the toilet cistern had been disturbed. He lifted it, revealing a waterproof bag. He fished it out and returned to the main room.

“Here, he had a pistol stored in the toilet cistern and used the pretence of checking the water to retrieve it. I’ll search him to see if we can find out where he came from.”

As the bodyguard bent down to the body, he received a call on his mobile. He took the call while searching the man’s body, and then took photographs of the man’s weapon, face and body.

“Do you plan to use the images to discover who the hitman was?” asked Flur.

“Yes, Mrs Marne, it will help. Perhaps we’ll get lucky. That call was to say your driver has arrived. The driver will wait for you at the main entrance.”

“Thank you.” She looked at Bryn. “But what about you? He came here to kill you. Why don’t you come with me?”

“I’ll be okay. Besides, I’ve got plenty here to occupy me while you’re away.”

“But what if they send somebody else? I can’t have you facing dangers like this when we’re miles apart.”

“But I can’t just up and leave. I have commitments, plans and things; I can’t leave everything unattended. I’ll make sure that the guards are closer and more vigilant. You’d better go, if you’ve a plane to catch.”

“I feel bad enough leaving without this having happened.” She wrapped her arms around him with her pistol in her hand.

“Hey, watch what you’re doing with that thing,” said Bryn jokingly.

“It’s okay, the safety is on. I want to hold you one more time before I go.”

While they embraced in silence, absorbed in the warmth of each other’s body, the bodyguard finished his search and discreetly left the room.

Flur broke the embrace and looked Bryn in the eye. “I’ll be back soon. I promise.”

“And I promise that I’ll take care while you’re away. I want to be in one piece for when you return.”

She gathered her cases by the door and glanced back at the body on the floor. “But what about—”

Bryn cut her short: “Don’t worry about that; we’ll sort it out.”

She sighed, opened the door and left.


Chapter 30

“Hi, Dom. Abi here. Go secure.”

“I’m secure. How are you, Abi?”

“I’m good. I’ve just finished training down on the track and I’m feeling great. I’m reaching my personal best consistently now and raring to go for another competition. How’s it going at the mansion?”

“Abi, this has got to be the most boring assignment ever. What do we expect this little old lady to be doing in this huge mansion she lives in all by herself? All I see are a few staff members coming and going, and some carers for the old dear.”

“Well, I hope you’re sitting comfortably, Dom, because the boss wants you to stay there. I think it’s one of those ‘just in case’ scenarios.”

“I expect the boss and Fi are living it up in some swanky hotel in a tropical climate.”

“Are we a little jealous, Dom?”

“No, not really. I love the Cotswolds, just not when it’s windy and rainy. You can’t beat it; it makes you feel alive.”

“Oh, a little sarcasm. It must be boring up there.” Abi laughed, “It might not be so boring from now on. Word on the street is that the basement in that beautiful mansion is being used for all sorts of illicit goings-on.”

“Well, if it is, there’s no way I can see any of the activity from here, and there aren’t enough people coming and going from the place. What are they doing, living in the basement?”

“A reliable source has provided intel that indicates a high-powered meeting will take place at the mansion within the next forty-eight hours. The boss expects you to observe and record – nothing else, no heroics. Did you get that, Dom?”

“Yes, I got it: observe and record and nothing else,” answered Dom dejectedly.

“You want me to send somebody else up to be with you?”

“No, I’m all good, really. How’re Bernie and his wife?”

“Bernie’s good and his wife is on the mend. I’ll tell him you asked after them; he’ll appreciate that. I’ll get off now, Dom; I’ve a ton of work to do. Don’t forget to send anything you get straight through to us.”

“Will do. Speak soon.”


***




“Bernie, do you think that intel can be trusted?” asked Abi.

“What, the intel about the old dear’s mansion? Absolutely. It came from an ex member of the service who’s now in the private sector. He got wind of it a while back and never knew if anyone would take him seriously. Anyway, activity has been more buoyant of late, and it came to his attention once again. Yes, the intel is solid. If he says it will happen, it will happen.”


***




Dom was up early; it was barely light. And the cottage in which he was staying was freezing cold. He knew he didn’t have time to make a fire. Instead, he put the kettle and the oven on, lit up all the rings on the hob and closed the kitchen door to maintain the warmth. He turned on the radio while he made toast. Through the kitchen window, Dom could just make out the roof of the mansion nestled on a hillside of the valley beyond.

By day, Dom went out walking with his ornithology books and a spotter scope mounted on a tripod on his shoulder. He ventured into the local pub in the evening and talked incessantly about birds to some locals who were also keen on the subject. By night, he donned his night-vision goggles, NVGs, and circumnavigated the mansion. He varied his hours of patrol to maintain his own personal security. He wanted to avoid presenting any pattern of activity for anyone watching him from a distance. He also hoped to glimpse any activity in the mansion’s vicinity in the early hours.

Dom sent a message to Abi to let her know he was on the move. He finished his coffee and toast and made up a small flask with the excess coffee, before walking out into the drizzle with his bird watcher’s gear. He walked along the muddy path that ran alongside the mansion’s estate. It had been raining all night and every step made an audible squelching sound.

Dom walked a couple of hundred metres, pausing every now and again to look through his small, handheld binoculars. He made out as if he were looking for birds, but occasionally took in the view of the mansion and its grounds. He continued on the path, with the sprawling estate on one side and dense woodland on the other. There were few sounds apart from the rain hitting the leaves, the odd bird call and occasionally a vehicle in the distance.

For three hours, Dom walked back and forth, stopping occasionally to use his spotter scope. He saw little movement on the estate. There was the daily visit from a local home-care company and a post van. It appeared that Agnes Marne got post most days.

He settled for a while in a relatively dry, covered spot where he had a good view of the mansion’s main entrance and one at the side. He poured himself some coffee and chewed on a flapjack. There was birdsong and, in the background, the familiar, gentle whirring sound of a helicopter in the area. He paused, listening, as it drew closer, and then it flew almost directly over his head and swooped down to land on the green in front of the main entrance to the mansion.

Dom set up the scope to take pictures of the helicopter and anyone who alighted. As the blades slowed, three figures emerged: two men and a woman. One man was tall with fair hair and smartly dressed in a grey suit and three-quarter-length overcoat. Dom thought he might be Boris Fischer. The other man had a stocky build and short, dark hair. He walked close to the fair-haired man and was possibly the bodyguard. And the slightly built female with auburn hair in a ponytail, who struggled to get out of the helicopter with the two bags she carried, was probably the personal assistant.

Dom quickly sent the images through to Abi back at the Ranch for facial recognition. He kept watching the helicopter, and when the rotors stopped, he saw the pilot alight and walk around the grounds, keeping a distance from the helicopter while he smoked. The three-storey mansion, made of local light-coloured stone and covered with ivy, displayed few security features. A dome camera covered the main entrance, while eight bullet cameras, presumably with night vision, covered the sides and rear of the property.

Abi called Dom. “Hi, Dom. I can confirm that the images you sent me were of Mr Boris Fischer and his accompanying staff. Interestingly, the bodyguard shows up as a James Walker. He’s American and served in the US Rangers. The PA is Barbara Pugh, an ex-librarian no less. Is there anything to report?”

“No, nothing. It’s all quiet – too quiet. You know when you get the feeling that something’s not quite right?”

“Yes, I hear you. You be careful out there. Oh, wait a minute. I’m getting a message through from our liaison in Gold Command. It reads: ‘Stop identified targets at all costs. Cavalry on way. ETA twenty-five minutes.’ Did you get that, Dom?”

“Yes, I heard. I’m on my way. I’ll disable the helicopter. Can you at least get the local police to close the road or something?”

“I’ll do what I can. Be careful, Dom.”

“I’ll try.”

Dom packed up his gear and ran back to the cottage to collect his weapons and a prepacked backpack. He checked his weapons quickly, slung his MP5 over his shoulder and then jumped onto his SilentHawk motorcycle, which, fortunately, was silent. He rode at speed the short distance to the mansion entrance, where he found the gates open. As he rode up the long, tree-lined drive to the main house, another helicopter, a red and white one, crossed the sky ahead of him. It was coming in to land. He quickly pulled over into the trees and ran to the edge of the tree line. He took out his monocular and called Abi.

“Abi, I’m just on my way to disable the helicopter and another is coming in to land. I’m not sure that photos taken at this distance without my scope would be of any use to you, so I’ll describe the players. Stand by … Okay, we have two, possibly three bodyguards and our man in the centre is about five foot six or seven. He has an abundance of short, dark hair. He’s wearing sunglasses, white shirt, green sweater and beige trousers. He’s carrying a tan-leather man bag.”

Abi immediately replied, “Dom, the description matches that of Carlos Vega Fernandez. Approach with caution. His bodyguards are all ex-mercenaries. Where are they going?”

“They’re entering the house through the main door, like the others did. I take it you want me to disable their chopper too?”

“If you would be so kind, sir. I’ll contact the approaching teams and update them.”

“Right, I’m off to do my good deed for the day.”


Chapter 31

Dom returned to his motorcycle and rode to the low outbuildings that housed the garage. Sneaking inside, he found two vehicles, a four-by-four and a large saloon car. He attached a silencer to his pistol and shot out all the tyres on both vehicles. He peered out of one of the dirty windows in the garage doors and saw that both pilots were walking away from him. They were deep in conversation.

He left the garage, mounted the SilentHawk and rode on the grass at low speed towards the helicopters. He was careful to avoid the gravelled drive because of the noise. As he neared the aircraft, he looked for the pilots. They remained out of sight, walking in the grounds. He parked his bike on the far side of the helicopters, away from the house, and approached them on foot.

He grabbed two small packs of C4 explosive with timers from his backpack and placed one in each cockpit. He set the timers for one minute, before returning to his motorcycle – at which point a man ran over towards him, shouting, with a gun in his hand. Dom took the line directly away from the running man and rode farther into the grounds. He looked at his watch: only twenty seconds left before the explosives ignited. He stopped, turned and watched from afar as the first helicopter exploded, closely followed by the other, and the running man ran no more.

Dom rode to the edge of the tree line and watched as the bodyguards came running out of the house. Then, behind them, came five men carrying boxes. It was as if they were getting ready to board the helicopters with some of their goods. Two of the bodyguards ran to the garage to commandeer a vehicle. Dom smiled to himself when he noticed that they didn’t look happy as they exited.

He rode along the track through the woods towards the main drive and stopped briefly to take a call from Abi.

“Dom, the cavalry is a short distance away. Can you keep eyes on and meet them at the top of the drive? Bernie is searching for the schematics of the building and we’ll get back to you ASAP.”

“Sure, tell them I’ll be on the left-hand side of the drive. What’s their ETA? Because our friends here are getting ready to leave.”

“Their ETA is … nine minutes. I repeat, their ETA is nine minutes. Can you hold them until that time?”

“I’ll do my best, like I always do.”

Dom took up position and watched the mayhem resulting from his actions. Two bodyguards ran towards the main drive; they had obviously been tasked with finding transport. Dom waited until they were out of sight of the main entrance and just ten metres away from him, and then, using his silenced pistol, he shot into the ground in front of the men. They froze momentarily and then went to reach for their weapons.

“Now don’t do that, not if you want to stay alive. Put your hands behind your head.”

The men complied slowly, trying to work out what was happening.

“That’s it. Now walk this way, towards my voice, nice and slow.”

Both men obeyed, their eyes searching the shrubbery for the voice that commanded them.

“Okay, that’s far enough. Get down on your knees, both of you. Now you, the one wearing a red tie, with one hand slowly reach for your gun and pull it out with forefinger and thumb, and then toss it over here into the bushes.”

The man complied without question.

“That’s good. And place your hands behind your head again. Okay, you without a tie, you do the same, and no funny business because I won’t hesitate to shoot you.”

The man reached inside his jacket for his gun, but then he dived to the ground as he produced his pistol. Dom shot him twice, and then quickly trained his weapon on the other man.

“Don’t you move a muscle, or you’ll get the same. Like I said, I won’t hesitate to shoot.”

Dom threw the kneeling man some PlastiCuffs. “Lie on your belly and put your hands behind your back and through the cuffs.”

The man followed the instructions, and Dom emerged from the bushes with his pistol still trained on the man. Dom placed a foot in the small of the man’s back, bent down and pulled the cuffs tight. He then held the man’s arm, helped him to stand and led him into the bushes, where he cuffed his ankles together and used the man’s tie as a makeshift gag to prevent him from calling out. Dom then returned to drag the wounded man into cover. Before moving him, he checked his vital signs and found that was breathing, albeit shallow. He moved him into the bushes and applied dressings to the entry and exit wounds and made the casualty comfortable.

Abi called. “Dom, we’re sending the schematics and there’s one thing you should know. It looks as though there’s an underground tunnel which emerges approximately half a mile directly to the south of the house. On the satellite image it looks to be obscured by landscaped trees and shrubs, but we can see tracks leading to that area from the road about three hundred metres away.”

“Thanks for that. I can hear the cavalry coming now and I’ll brief them.”

As the vehicles drew near, Dom stepped to the edge of the trees where they could see him. He identified himself and explained the situation to the police commander, before joining him in the lead vehicle. The four vehicles took up positions at each corner of the mansion, and teams of armed officers alighted and trained their weapons on the building. The commander had told Dom that two more vehicles were staging a checkpoint on the road leading to the main gate and that another two were on standby. Dom asked that the commander deploy one vehicle to the end of the track south of the mansion.

As one team prepared to enter through the main door, Dom heard the rotors of a helicopter approaching. It hovered above the mansion as the team entered the building. And then the people inside the cellar broke the windows and fired shots at the officers. The officers ran for cover and then returned fire. As they did so, they took fire from the rooftop. Someone on the rooftop was shooting at the police helicopter too, and it veered away to the south to avoid the contact.

Another team entered the large mansion, and Dom knew it would take a while to clear the building. He tapped the commander on the shoulder.

“Look, I think this could be a diversion while the others get away down the tunnel. I’ll go and support those officers. If I’m right, they’ll need all the help they can get. How many officers did you deploy in that vehicle?”

“There are four per vehicle. Do you really think this could be a distraction?”

“Look at it this way. Those shooting out of the windows are the foot soldiers, and you might get lucky and seize a chem factory or a cache of arms, but you won’t get the generals. They’ll be long gone, and to insure themselves, they’ll have their best men with them. Your four officers won’t stand a chance. They won’t know what’s hit them.”

The commander evaluated Dom’s words. “Okay, I’ll deploy two more vehicles. You go and they’ll follow. I’ll also get the helicopter pilot to maintain surveillance in that area. We’ll know soon enough.”

“Thanks, Commander. I’ll see you later.”

Dom jumped on his motorcycle. Knowing the police were to the southeast of the tunnel entrance, he headed silently to the southwest. He found a spot behind some large ferns to park his bike out of sight. He edged forward to get a closer look at the tunnel entrance and he could just make out a police officer crouched on one knee in the distance. The commander had made them aware that Dom was in the area and providing support.

Dom observed the lichen-covered entrance, which was partially obscured by other overgrown vegetation. The distant firefight continued, with the occasional flashbang explosion. Then, suddenly, an armed man cautiously emerged from the tunnel. And then two others joined him. The three knelt at the entrance of the tunnel, looking down the track and scanning all around. The police officers had slowly retreated into the foliage, as had Dom, at the first signs of life. All three of the men held automatic weapons in a position which showed that they had training. They waited and listened. They were taking no chances.

Dom focused his vision. The delicate fern leaves gave him enough room to see and sufficient cover to conceal him. One man got to his feet and stepped outside of the tunnel, close to the foliage, while the other men stayed in their positions at the entrance. The man on foot walked cautiously, scanning the area about five metres to the west of the tunnel. He seemed satisfied, and turned and picked up his pace to check the east side of the tunnel. He repeated the action, walking about five metres past the tunnel entrance on the track. When he saw no suspicious movement, he returned to the tunnel entrance. He now stood right in the middle of the entrance with an armed man either side of him, and he beckoned to others within the tunnel. But then he heard a helicopter drawing near, and the man motioned for everybody to move back into the tunnel until the helicopter had passed.

Within a few minutes, the three heavily armed men were escorting their armed bosses out of the tunnel and in a westerly direction along the track – towards the armed police unit. They had carefully walked about thirty metres when the police challenged them and a firefight ensued.

Dom stayed put, waiting for the dregs to come his way. He didn’t have to wait long before a bodyguard came running towards him with his boss. Dom waited until they were a few metres ahead of him and then let rip with a short burst into the ground in front of them. They had already passed the tunnel entrance and had nowhere to go. Dom gave instructions from behind the fern.

“Toss your weapons and lie face down on the ground.”

The bodyguard looked at his boss for guidance. The man nodded his head and threw his weapon into the undergrowth. The bodyguard followed suit, and both men lay flat on the ground.

Another man was running up behind them, escaping the firefight. When he could see that his two friends were lying on the ground, he ran back into the tunnel. Dom could hear shots from within the tunnel: the police entry teams had cleared most of the building and were now working their way down the tunnel.

Dom threw a couple of PlastiCuffs on the ground and instructed the elder of the two, the boss, to apply the cuffs to the younger man first. This he did reluctantly. He then lay on the ground with his hands behind his back as Dom emerged and fixed his cuffs in place. By this time a police team was emerging from the tunnel and meeting up with another team from the firefight.

Dom approached the police teams. “Is everyone all right?”

A policeman removed his face mask. “We’ve arrested one from the firefight and neutralised the others. We have three officers wounded, which was lucky considering the firepower they had. And you, are you okay?”

“Yes, I’m good, and I have two for you. Neither of them are wounded. One of them is a highly trained bodyguard, so keep a good close eye on him, and the other is of significant interest to several countries and international police forces, so don’t let him out of your sight. I’m going now, if that’s okay with you, as I need to see what’s been going on in the mansion.”

A policeman who had just emerged from the tunnel chipped into the conversation. “You name it and it’s been happening in that mansion. There’s a chem factory in there, enough weapons to start a war and enough money to fund the country for many years. Most of it is in the cellar, but there are suites of computers in some rooms. But no sign of any old lady. I bet she’s long gone.”


Chapter 32

Jago and Fi arrived at Sir Seewoosagur Ramgoolam International Airport in Mauritius and collected their rental car. Abi had booked them into the Waterfront Hotel in the capital, Port Louis, and Jago entered the coordinates into the car’s satnav. Fi finished loading the luggage into the car.

“Fi, can you make sure that the response kit is within reach, please?”

“It is, Boss, it’s in the centre of the footwell behind us and within easy reach. I see that we have company too. Dark-skinned male; black trousers and cream patterned shirt, and plimsoles. He’s been close since we left the booking desk.”

“And his friend is driving the silver Mercedes parked over there. Can you get the gear ready to set up the front and rear mini-cams while we’re underway?”

“I’m on it.”

After a few minutes, Jago and Fi were leaving the airport and setting out on their forty-five-minute journey. In the rear-view mirror Jago watched as the Mercedes stopped to pick up the man in the cream patterned shirt and then followed at a not-so-discreet distance. Jago kept an eye on his tail and carried on as normal.

Upon arrival at the hotel, Jago parked in the car park. Fi tested that the car’s mini-cams were streaming footage to their mobile phones. They functioned well, and having booked in to their room, Fi and Jago could see that one of their followers remained in the Mercedes in the car park, close to their car, while the other must have entered the hotel. He was probably in the lobby, monitoring their movements.

Jago and Fi each took a small rucksack with the items they needed for a short excursion into the night. They left their hotel suite and used the fire escape stairs to descend the five floors to the parking area. They flanked the Mercedes and its lone occupant, who was smoking with the windows down. Fi approached from the passenger side and leaned into the window.

“You must be really bored out here all on your own,” said Fi.

The man looked startled and didn’t know what to do.

“Look, we’ve come to keep you company. Now just keep your hands on the dashboard where we can see them.”

Jago appeared on the driver’s side and tasered the unsuspecting target. They quickly tied him up and gagged him, searched him, and put him in the boot of his car.

“Fi, can you check his mobile phone while I check this message from Abi.”

“Sure, no problem. Do we have his access PIN?”

“No, but I’m sure you’ll persuade him to give it to you.”

Fi opened the boot of the car and the man set his eyes on her.

“Listen, I will only ask this once. Do you understand?”

The man made to shrug his shoulders and opened his eyes a little wider.

“I’ll take that as a yes. I want you to give me the PIN to access your mobile phone. Remember, I’m only asking you this once.”

She waited for a reaction from the man. There was none.

“I haven’t got all day.”

The man said nothing behind his gag.

“Very well, have it your way.”

Fi unsheathed her combat knife. She grabbed the binding around his ankles and swung his legs around so they were hanging out of the car boot. She removed the sandal from his right foot, firmly hooked her arm around his ankles and applied pressure with the blade of the knife to his little toe. He wriggled, to try to pull away from her as she cut into his toe. He grimaced, then cried out in agony through his gag. Fi stopped short of taking the whole toe off and looked him in the eye. He was nodding furiously.

“That’s better; we understand each other. I’m just going to remove your gag, and all I want you to tell me is what I asked you, nothing more.”

She pulled him towards her and removed the gag.

Struggling for breath and sweating profusely, the man gave the information: “One-three-two-three. There, you have it, but now I need—”

Fi replaced the gag. “I told you, nothing but the PIN number.”

She made sure his bindings were secure and closed the boot. She entered the PIN number and searched the phone.

Meanwhile, Jago was absorbing the message from Abi:

 

Boss, we have intel that Augustus Marne and his wife, Flur, will be holding a meeting of some sort tomorrow at lunchtime. This will be at their private residence, Maison du Miel et du Vin, on the banks of The Rivière du Rempart. I’ve sent you the coordinates separately. Three private jets have arrived this evening, one of which I assume is yours. Another three are due throughout the night. Apparently, this is unusual.

You should know that there was an assassination attempt in an Islamabad hotel room last night where Mrs Marne and a man who goes by the name of Bryn Khan-Wright were both staying. The would-be assassin was killed. Mrs Marne is en route to Mauritius.

Dom has had a successful couple of days, which has resulted in the capture of one of our players, Boris Fischer. Another, Carlos Vega Fernandez, was killed, along with eleven men and two women, and they captured seven others. Three police officers were injured, one seriously. The mansion was being used to store a large cache of weapons and explosives, and they’d set the basement up as a drugs factory. Also, two rooms were fully kitted out with a dozen computers. The place is pretty shot up as a result of the firefight and assault, but forensics are looking at the drives now. They found two heavy-duty safes on site and the security services are accessing their contents now. We should know soon what’s on the hard drives and in the safes. Incidentally, Mr Marne’s mother was nowhere to be seen. We assume that she’s at one of his other properties, but we don’t know which one at this stage.

Bernie and our resident black hats are busy chasing Marne’s assets around the globe and they report that we’re getting close. Then we can begin some real disruption and heartache.

 

“Boss, can we talk over here?” asked Fi, indicating a space away from the car. “There’s not a great deal on this phone. Except two texts that show that our man needs to be at somewhere called Maison du Miel et du Vin tomorrow at eleven a.m. And he needs to be smart and bring Javi with him.”

“That would tie in with Abi’s message. She has intel that Marne will be holding a meeting there tomorrow lunchtime and Mrs Marne is flying in tonight.”

Jago spent the next few minutes relaying Abi’s message to Fi before hatching a plan to recce the Marne residence.

They loaded their backpacks onto the rear seat of the car and drove out into the bustling streets.


***




As they approached the Marne residence they pulled over in a tree-lined area, and then set off on foot for the remaining distance. As they neared, they donned their NVGs and could see that it was a large, imposing, two-storey property. An armed guard manned the main gate, and they assumed there was at least one other guard on patrol. They waited and watched for an hour to determine the patrolling guard’s schedule. He circumnavigated the property every ten to twelve minutes. On every third round he stopped off at the gatehouse and chatted with his colleague for about five minutes.

“Right, let’s take the east side of the house and see what measures are in place. But first deploy your MPDs,” instructed Jago.

They both deployed their MPDs and broke cover, quickly crossing the small private road. They walked under the cover of abundant trees and shrubs running parallel to the property’s perimeter wall. The wall was about eight feet tall and broken glass was cemented into the top. Jago scaled a tall tree to get a better look over the fence. He could see lights on in the ground floor, and the two guards were still within his field of vision. He scanned right and observed a woman busy in the kitchen. It was far too dark for him to see the riverbank clearly. He returned to the ground.

“There’s activity in the kitchen and lights are on in the ground floor. Either Marne never goes to bed or, as Abi reported, Mrs Marne is on her way and the staff are preparing for her. Let’s go down to the riverbank to see whether there’s any access that way.”

They made their way down the narrow track to the river under cover of bushes and trees. The perimeter wall extended right up to the riverbank, and spiked steel rods were fixed in a wide arc to the wall’s outer edge, to prevent anyone climbing around and onto the property. On the other side of the wall was a single steel rod, approximately two and a half metres tall, with an infrared camera mounted upon it. It pointed in the direction of the riverbank.

Jago appraised the situation. “We can assume, due to the width of the property, that there may be one or two other cameras along the riverbank. We can also assume that the gatehouse guard is the one monitoring the cameras. The mobile guard is on his third pass now and will most likely stop to chat to the gate guard. That will give us a chance to get past the cameras. I’ll get in the river and have a look at the camera situation first.”

Jago entered the river close to the spiked rods. The water was still and the moonlight was reflected on its surface. He submerged himself up to his neck and swam slowly and silently. He used his NVGs effectively to monitor his approach. Slowly, he made his way around the rods to the riverbank of the property. The camera closest to him would have been detecting movement from ten metres or more away. He could also see a second camera, which was mounted on the rear of the house. It was directed straight out to the riverfront, and even if he assumed that it had a wide-angle perspective, it could still only detect anything along a twenty-metre stretch of the frontage. He swam upstream to check if there were any other cameras and their angles of view. He also checked to see if there were any infrared beams on the perimeter of the riverside property. There were none. He swam back to Fi and briefed her.

“If we stick close to the camera’s support, we’ll be out of its scope of vision. Just keep a lookout for pressure plates. Let’s head for the east wall of the house, below the kitchen window.”

Fi slid into the water and followed Jago up onto the riverbank. They made their way to the wall under the kitchen window, where they could hear a radio playing and movement from within. Jago looked at his watch. They had seven minutes before the guard passed their location. Jago placed his back against the wall of the house, bent his knees and cupped his hands together. Fi took a few paces back and ran at Jago. She stepped into his hands, sprang into the air with a lift from Jago, reached up and grabbed the bottom edge of the first-floor balcony.

Having climbed over the balcony rail, Fi secured and lowered a black knotted rope, which Jago expertly climbed in seconds. They recovered the rope and both lay motionless on the balcony. Their only worries were their wet footprints and the fact they were slightly dripping from their rapid-dry clothing. The guard passed, with music piping through his earbuds, and they heard him strike up a conversation with the other guard in the distance.

Fi set about opening the balcony window and climbed into what seemed to be a prepared guest room. The bed was made and neatly folded towels and flowers were placed on it. Jago entered the room and opened his dry bag and gave Fi a small towel. He and Fi dried off. Jago produced two mini-cams and a microphone and gave them to Fi. He then took two for himself.

They listened at the door and heard nothing. But just as they were about to open the bedroom door, they heard the kitchen door open. They froze. The sound of the radio in the kitchen was louder, and judging by the noises, a maid was doing her chores. They calculated that the maid would be below them and out of sight, and that the additional noise would give them cover to leave the room.

Fi went to the left and Jago to the right. They found themselves on a landing area, off which were five bedrooms and two bathrooms. One part of the landing formed a balcony overlooking a large, open-plan room with high beams that ran both ways across the length of the room, and rotating fans. The room was empty and the lights were off. Fi climbed over the railing and balanced on a beam. She attached a mini-cam to the centre of a fan, and strategically placed a slimline omnidirectional microphone alongside a beam-mounted light and its power cable. Fortunately, she could secrete the small power pack on the back of the light. She then traversed a beam, hung with bended knees and placed a mini-cam in the mouth of a wall-mounted deer’s head. She climbed back along the beam to the landing.

Meanwhile, Jago had planted one mini-cam at the top of the stairs in a vent looking down the stairway. He climbed up onto a beam and placed the other looking down onto the kitchen door area.

They reunited in the bedroom, where Jago had stashed his dry bag under the bed. He retrieved it and pulled out a monitor with an earpiece to test the cameras and microphone. He could faintly hear the music emanating from the kitchen.

They watched the guard through the window and timed their exit to perfection. Upon returning to the car, Jago saw that their captive had received half a dozen missed calls from his partner. Jago listened to the messages, all of which reported that he and Fi were still in their room and that Javi needed picking up at the front of the hotel.

“What did the messages say, Boss?”

“Our man wants picking up at the front of the hotel. It would be a shame not to oblige, don’t you think?”


Chapter 33

Fi dropped Jago off on a side road by the hotel.

“Give me three minutes to get into position and I’ll call you,” said Jago. “Let it ring three times before driving around to the forecourt.”

“Okay, will do, Boss.”

Jago entered the hotel through a side door that led into the bar and briskly walked through to the main lobby. Half-asleep, Javi sat close to the main door. Jago called Fi and watched. A couple of minutes later, Javi rose to his feet at the sight of the Mercedes saloon. He walked out to the front, and Jago appeared behind him and stuck his pistol in Javi’s ribs.

“Get in without a fuss.”

Fi pulled up, and Jago bundled Javi into the back seat, pushing his face into the seats. He searched Javi and took his mobile phone and a four-inch folded blade before cuffing his hands behind his back.

Fi drove out into the darkness of the countryside for about thirty minutes before pulling over at the side of the road near some trees. She turned the engine off and left the car to survey the area. Except for the slight balmy breeze, the only sounds were from the abundant nocturnal creatures. There were no buildings in the vicinity and no street lights, just the blanket of stars.

Jago alighted from the car and joined Fi. “These guys need to be at Marne’s residence tomorrow; to prevent them from attending, we need to secure them somewhere remote. Let’s tie Javi up and put him with his friend. Then we’ll try to find somewhere.”

Fi opened the rear door. “Javi, come on out.”

Javi shuffled along the seat and swung his legs around. Fi grabbed his jacket and heaved him out of the car.

“Turn around,” ordered Fi.

“But why? What are you going to do? I just watch and report – nothing else, I swear.”

“So, what can you tell us? What have you watched recently?”

She pulled out her mobile and set it to record, then turned him to face her.

Javi looked downwards, inwardly reflecting on what he should and should not say.

“Look, Javi, we haven’t got all day. There are two ways of looking at your situation. We’re not from here, so there’s no chance of us bumping into each other again. Equally, we’re not bothered if we have to put a bullet in your head and leave you right here. What you tell us may help determine your future.”

“But if I tell you certain things, my employer will still be here and there’ll be repercussions,” said Javi with a worried tone.”

“But that’s in the future, Javi. Nobody knows what will happen in the future. But if what you tell us now helps us, maybe it can change your future. Imagine we take out your boss. If that happens, there are no more repercussions for you and you are your own boss. We’ll be gone, and we’re all happy. On the other hand …”

“Yes, yes, I understand.”

Jago butted in, “What do you understand, Javi? I mean, do you really understand? We need answers and we need them now. Are you the person to give us those answers?”

“Where’s my partner?”

“Where do you think he is?” replied Jago, setting Javi thinking about the demise of his friend.

Javi stared up to the heavens and took a deep breath. “Okay, okay, I’ll tell you.”

“That’s better. Now we’re getting somewhere at last.”

Javi swallowed hard. “There’s an old factory at the foot of the Long Mountain on the side of Creve Coeur. It’s been out of use as a factory for many years. It has a cave on the west wall that goes deep into the mountain.”

“Who owns the factory?” asked Jago.

“The boss does. You won’t see his name on any of the paperwork, as it’s all done through shell companies. But he owns it all right. The cave is used for storage.”

“Okay, don’t keep us in suspense – what do they store there?”

Javi hesitated and Fi said encouragingly, “Don’t stop now, Javi. You’re doing well.”

He looked at her and then down to the ground. “It used to be stolen stuff transported here ready for redistribution, normally high-value goods that were stored for a while and then moved on. But in the last year or more, they’ve been storing heavy-duty kit – you know, military-grade equipment, weapons and tons of ammunition. So much so they’ve placed armed guards within the factory. And they’re not islanders, they’re professionals from outside – mainly Asian, which means they can mix well with our people in and about the towns.”

Jago fetched a map of the island from the front seat. He located Creve Coeur on the map and showed Javi with his finger. “Where exactly is this factory?”

“Go left past the Pied La Fourche and go left at the fork. It’s about five hundred metres on the left. The main office of the factory is on two floors at the front of the building and it’s painted blue.”

“And tomorrow, what’s happening at the boss’s residence tomorrow, Javi? What’s so important about the meeting?”

Javi looked nervous. “Haven’t I told you enough?”

“No, Javi, you haven’t,” said Jago. “There’s something you’re not telling us. You don’t want to end up like your friend, do you?”

Javi’s eyes closed. “Okay, okay. There’s a meeting tomorrow with all the major investors in the Asian Envelope Project.”

“Will these be legitimate investors or are we talking false investors, or terrorists even?”

“Yes, there are legitimate investors, but they have no morals. There are some very bad people involved. I don’t know if they are terrorists, but they could be, judging by their previous behaviour.”

“How many of them are there, and what was your role?”

“There should be the boss and his wife; she oversees most of the operational side of things. She’s always away; we never really see her. Although we know that she’ll do anything for money and power. There are two elderly gentlemen, one from Europe – Switzerland or Austria, I think – and the other is a South African. There are three men who pray together. I don’t know where they come from. I’ve heard them say Afghanistan, Pakistan, Kazakhstan and Spain frequently, but I couldn’t be sure. All three bring at least two bodyguards with them.”

“Are there any more?”

“There are normally two or three other people who don’t physically attend. They connect through a conference call. One man has an English accent and must be thirty to forty years of age. He’s smart with his words and always leaves the others wondering what they’ve agreed to. He also seems to travel a great deal. The three who pray together call him Eajib Wahid.”

Jago thought and understood the Arabic name to mean ‘the marvellous or wondrous one’.

Javi continued, “The other two participants are both American women, and one is very young.”

“The Asian Envelope Project, what does this mean?”

“I don’t know exactly. It’s something they’ve set up to choose the next projects. I think they all make their proposals and they place these in an envelope. At the end of each meeting they draw two, and these are the projects for the next six months to a year, depending upon the size of the project.”

Jago eyed Javi with suspicion. “Javi, you seem well informed about all of this. How is that so? What is your real involvement in these meetings?”

Javi realised that the level of detail he’d conveyed had enabled Jago and Fi to understand that he was not the simple watcher he’d made out he was.

“My brother and I do some surveillance for the boss, but we’re also his aides. In the meetings we set up all the recording and cellular-blocking equipment. Then we encrypt the transcripts and provide a copy for each person in attendance. We’re in the room when it all takes place, listening and watching certain people for the boss and monitoring the equipment.”

“And you have copies of the recordings?” asked Fi.

“Of course, we do. We’re in debt, not stupid; it’s our insurance policy. Some of these people are very bad people. Other aides have disappeared, and we don’t want the same to happen to us … well, just me now.”

Jago moved on. “Javi, what countermeasures do they take? Do they sweep before meetings?”

“I’m sorry, I don’t understand.”

“Do they look for hidden microphones, cameras, bugs and things like that?”

“Oh that, that’s done by my friend’s uncle. He does it for all the businesspeople who come to the island for meetings. There’s a law that says you can’t bring in this kind of equipment without a permit, which doesn’t exist. He searches visually and has a little handheld meter that’s about a hundred years old. He charges some extortionate fee for an hour’s work that’s useless. The last time we had him in before a meeting, we found him with his feet up on the table, half-asleep. I could do a much better job.”

Javi’s last comment made Jago think.

“Javi, are you happy doing what you’re doing, or would you like to do something with better pay and prospects? I mean, do you even get paid well?”

“No, we get paid a pittance. You see, I’ve been trying to get out of this for four years already. I only got into it because my stupid brother ran up a gambling debt at the boss’s casino and he had to repay it with work. I helped him to reduce the time he needed to work.”

“Okay, now listen carefully, Javi. I’m going on my gut instinct here.” Jago continued, “What if you could receive proper training in countermeasures and other technical stuff you like and are good at? How would that change your life?”

Fi looked on. Nothing surprised her with Jago. She thought, Here we are pursuing his girlfriend’s murderers, and here’s Jago offering to set this guy up in business for a better life.

Javi looked Jago in the eye. “It is my dream. But I don’t have the means to achieve this dream. And now my brother has gone, I’m afraid that I will have to stay with the boss longer to repay his debt. I will do anything to get out of this mess.”

“Then, Javi, I have a proposition for you. But first turn around so I can cut you free.”

Javi turned around in a daze, not fully understanding what was going on.

“I don’t understand, sir. What are you telling me?”

“I’m saying that you could help us out and as a result be free from your boss and have your own real business. When I say help us out, I mean nothing too dangerous – mainly help with the technical stuff and access.”

“But how would that happen?” asked Javi. “I have no money.”

“Javi, you help us out and I will pay for your training and set you up with the equipment. The rest is up to you.”

“Is this some kind of trick?” Javi looked at Fi for an answer.

“Javi, he’s my boss. If he says he’ll get you training and set you up, that’s what he’ll do.”

“But I can’t just accept all of that.”

“Javi, you’d be helping us out enormously,” said Jago, “and if it makes you feel better, I’ll take one per cent of your profits forever.”

“Only one per cent?”

“Look, if you make it big, one per cent is also big. Oh, and I forgot to say, your brother can join you too, if you want?”

The news stunned Javi. “You mean he’s alive? But, where is he?”

Jago nodded in the direction of the car. “Open the boot. He might need some fresh air, and you may need to discuss my offer with him. I’m not sure he would have heard everything from in there.”

Javi opened the boot to find his brother motionless. “Is he dead?”

Fi looked into the boot and checked the man’s pulse. “No, he’s not dead, he’s sleeping.”

“Typical,” said Javi. “He can sleep anywhere, anytime. Whereas I have trouble sleeping in my own bed.” He prodded his brother. “Come on, Vikram, wakey wakey. It’s time to get up.”

As Vikram stirred, Fi cut his bindings loose, and Javi helped him out. He was stiff and could hardly move and needed help to stand and walk. He gradually felt some sensation return in his arms and legs. And the pain from his earlier altercation with Fi kicked in.

“Vikram, brother, I need to speak with you in private,” said Javi, and he pulled his brother to one side, but still in view of Jago and Fi.

Vikram listened intently to what Javi had to say.

“But I’m not going into business with them. She cut me! She nearly amputated my toe.”

“Vikram, do you want us both to work for Mr Marne forever or do you want our lives back? It’s a simple question. I know what I want, and opportunities like this don’t appear every day. You think on it.”

Javi walked away and Vikram took stock of his situation. He was the youngest of five children and Javi was the middle brother. They had always been close, and Javi had put his life on hold to help Vikram out of a difficult situation. Vikram had a choice: either repay the debt or look over his shoulder, waiting for a gunman’s bullet. He chose to repay the debt, but his brother brokered a deal to cut the amount of time from five years to three – but only if they both worked. Vikram acknowledged that Javi had sacrificed everything for him. Javi had his eye on a girl in the next village, but couldn’t approach her or her family while in his current employment. They would not permit the match.

Vikram thought hard and called his brother to his side. “I’m in, I’m with you. I’ll do whatever you say to get out of this mess I got us into, and then we can have proper lives.”

The brothers hugged and walked over to face Jago.

“We’ve discussed your offer and we agree to your terms. What do you need us to do?” asked Javi.


Chapter 34

Jago wandered along the road, a little way from the car and called Abi. “Abi, we have some interesting developments this end. Can you see what there is on the grapevine regarding arms shipments being smuggled through Mauritius? It looks as though we’ve learned of an illegal arms storage depot in an old, disused factory. They built the factory against the rock face of a mountain where there is a cave entrance. We can’t go to the authorities here, because we don’t know who’s been paid off by Marne. So Fi and I will take a look.”

“Right, Boss. And I have to tell you, I made an executive decision and Dom is on his way out to you. He should arrive in about eight hours. I hope that’s all right?” asked Abi with her fingers crossed.

“Yes, that’s good, Abi; we look forward to seeing him. We could do with the extra pair of hands. How’s it going with the asset tracing?”

“The asset tracing for Mr and Mrs Marne is going well. We’ve frozen and diverted about three hundred million US dollars so far. Someone won’t be happy, but I guess that’s the idea. Our friends here tell us it almost seems too easy, and that makes them suspicious, so they’re digging much deeper than they usually would.”

“Can we also extend the asset tracing to his mother, Agnes?” proposed Jago.

“We can. That might take a little longer. Do you want us to concentrate on the couple first and then work on the mother, or do you want us to work on them all simultaneously?”

Jago paused before replying, “I know it will cost us, Abi, but I don’t care. The quicker we get to them, the better for everyone. Task as many people as you need on this. Freeze or redistribute any of their assets and bleed them dry.”

“Bernie had the idea of transferring large sums of money to charitable organisations. How does that sit with you, Boss?”

“I don’t care where it goes, as long as its loss hurts them and they keep on feeling the hurt,” said Jago.

Abi listened to his words and noted his unusual tone. “Are you okay, Boss?”

“Yes, I’m good. I want to get stuck into this and get it over with as soon as possible. I don’t want them packing up and leaving this island. I want to end it now. But I also know there is a larger game at play here, which is why I’m holding on. Do we know if we have any undercover agents in the organisation we weren’t previously aware of? I don’t want to go shooting the wrong people.”

“We have no reports of any agency having infiltrated the organisation. What I can’t tell you is whether anyone has infiltrated the group smuggling the arms. If there is anyone, they’re likely to come from either the Anti-Drug Smuggling Unit or the Special Mobile Force, both of which come under the police commissioner. It’ll be difficult to find out without alerting them,” said Abi.

“I understand. See what you can do and let me know the outcome.”

“Will do, Boss. You take care and say hi to Fi from us.”

“Okay, I’m off now,” said Jago as he walked back to the car.


***




Abi turned to Bernie who was engrossed in his computer screen. “Bernie, I’m worried about the boss. He’s definitely not his usual self. I totally get that, given the circumstances, but I’m not sure he’s wearing his rational head at the moment. I’ll be glad when Dom gets out there to support them.”

“Abi, he’s bound to be on edge, especially as he’s so close to finding those responsible. He’ll be chomping at the bit, and nobody will stop him, not even Dom when he gets there. Where is Boss at the moment?” asked Bernie.

“He and Fi are going to recce a disused factory that’s likely being used as a smugglers’ arms depot. It will be well guarded and I have a feeling that they’ll be doing more than a recce.”

Bernie tried to pacify Abi. “I wouldn’t worry too much. The boss is fully versed in these things, and while he may be on edge, he knows exactly what he’s doing. Woe betide anybody who stands in his way.”


***




The sky became more golden as night turned to dusk.

“Javi, can you show us where the factory is?” asked Jago.

“Okay. What time shall we meet you?”

“I meant now.”

“Really, do you never sleep?” Javi looked at Fi. “Does he never sleep? I need sleep.”

Fi replied, “To be honest, I could do with some sleep too, but it can wait.”

“Javi, how far is the factory? How long will it take to get there?” asked Jago as he checked his weapons.

“From Port Louis it takes twenty-five minutes. Add another ten from where we are. It’s over there, and there’s no other road around it.” Javi pointed to the dark spectre of a mountain that lay before the increasingly golden sky.

“If it will take that long, we’d better get moving,” said Fi.

Javi drove with Jago by his side, while in the back Fi tried to strike up a conversation with Vikram.

“Vikram, we’re in this together and it would help if you could speak to me,” urged Fi. “I’ve apologised. I can’t say any more.”

Vikram didn’t respond, preferring to stare out of the window in his own solitude.

“Have it your own way, but don’t say I didn’t try.”

The rest of the journey passed in silence, until Javi announced, “There, over there to the right is the factory. You can just make out a dim light. That’s the make-do living area. It’s just a few bunks with a kitchen area, and they monitor the cameras from there.”

“How many cameras?” asked Jago.

“They have cameras on the entrance to the factory, some in the factory and a couple at the entrance to the cave.”

Jago leaned over to Fi. “We must take out the living area first.”

“My guess is that they have two guards wandering the factory and two in the cave,” offered Javi.

“Let’s assume that they rotate the guards, that should leave four in the living quarters. Right, Javi, find somewhere to pull over where it will leave us with a ten-minute walk to the factory.”

“Are we not just going to drive up there?”

“Not if you want to live we’re not. No, just park up, and Fi and I will go in. You guys stay in the car. If we’re not back within an hour, leave and get on with your lives.”


***




Stealthily, Jago and Fi approached the small outbuilding situated about thirty metres across from the factory. They knelt side by side, assessing the situation. Most of the windows in the building were broken or missing and had been replaced by sheet board. Light emanated from the only two windows that remained intact. They could see one man making drinks in the kitchen area. He was talking to somebody else who was out of sight. Jago and Fi scanned the area and saw no sign of any guards on the exterior. Neither could they see any form of physical barrier or security alarm. Jago noticed a generator in one corner of the building’s exterior.

“They must have blackouts periodically, hence the generator. Shall we give them another blackout and entice at least one out?” encouraged Jago.

“Sounds good,” said Fi. “Let’s launch our MPDs, I’ll cover the front and you locate the power source.”

They both inserted their lenses and tested the view from the MPDs.

“Mine are working fine. What about yours?” asked Jago.

“Yes, they’re good. Shall we begin?”

Jago moved swiftly to the far end of the outbuilding and found the housing for the power supply. He flipped the switch and dislodged a fuse. Sure enough, moments later a man exited the building and confidently walked around to Jago’s location. Fi watched the man through her weapon sights until he disappeared from her view. Seconds later, she saw the arm of the man, who must have been flat on his back. She then glimpsed Jago trussing up his catch. Jago then dragged the body to the other side of the building.

They waited a few minutes and then Jago turned the power back on. After a few more minutes had passed, another man exited the building and called to his friend in a low voice. He walked around the building towards the power supply, where Jago lay in wait. In next to no time Jago emerged, having captured and trussed up two of the four resting guards.

Jago met Fi at the door to the outbuilding. Their approach was slick and well-rehearsed: simultaneously they entered, Fi going in low and covering the left, while Jago covered high and right. They met with no opposition. They had entered the living area that contained two sofas, a table and four chairs and a computer on a desk. From this led a corridor, off which there were three doors, one either side of the passageway and one at the far end. The farthest door was slightly ajar. It was a bathroom.

Jago took the lead as they moved slowly and quietly down the passageway. He stopped and listened outside the wafer-thin door on the left-hand side. He could hear someone sleeping but couldn’t make out whether there was one person inside or more. He sidestepped and listened outside the other door. There was no sound from within. He motioned to Fi that they would go into the room on the left. With his left hand on the doorknob and his right on his trigger, Jago nodded the count of three to Fi, and they silently entered the room.

It was in darkness, and they utilised their NVGs to make a headcount. They only found two people in the room and they hadn’t stirred. Jago covered the mouth of one man and pointed his pistol at his forehead. The man’s eyes opened wide, and he froze. Meanwhile, Fi covered the sleeping man with her silenced pistol.

Jago whispered to the man, “Turn over with your hands behind your back and don’t make a sound.”

The man turned compliantly and Jago applied PlastiCuffs to his wrists. He removed the pillowcase and stuffed it into the man’s mouth. He then cuffed the man’s ankles to the foot of the bed.

Fi and Jago then repeated the process with the other man.

Jago grabbed another pillowcase and placed into it the pistols, mobiles and wallets belonging to the men. He added the same effects from the first two men he’d captured. He started for a moment as he caught sight of movement in his lens that displayed footage from his MPDs. Someone was approaching the building. Jago looked at Fi.

“I’ll see to them,” said Fi in a whisper.

As Fi and Jago made their way down the passageway towards the living area, a figure appeared on the left beside a computer monitor and Fi raised her weapon.

“No, no, don’t shoot! It’s me, Javi.”

“I thought I told you to stay in the car,” said Jago in a whisper. “And no using names.”

“Err, okay. I thought you might need my help – you know, with the video camera system. It broadcasts a live stream, and anyone with access can monitor it remotely, including Mr Marne. If he were to see that something broke the stream, he’d probably send up people to investigate.”

“And you have a solution?” asked Fi in a whisper.

“Yes. I can make a recording and loop it continuously to make it look like the cameras are still working. The only possible problem is the date and time stamp on the footage; that would also continuously loop. But most people don’t look at the stamp, they look at the picture.”

“How long would it take you to set it up?” asked Jago.

“Give me five minutes, ten at the most,” said Javi.

“Okay, you’ve got five,” replied Jago. “We’ve got to make a move soon before it’s fully daylight. Okay, five minutes and counting. Fi, let’s check the other two rooms.”

Jago and Fi approached the room on the right of the passageway and found it clear. They then proceeded to the bathroom. This was also clear.

As Javi worked away expertly on the computer, Jago and Fi watched the entrance to the factory building from the windows. There was no movement and no light from within.

“There, done. And in only four minutes. What do you think of that?”

“Well done, Javi, you’re a star. Now stay put while Fi and I enter the factory. The men in there are going to be more alert than these were, and they might put up a fight.”

Jago offered Javi a pistol out of the pillowcase. “Do you know how to use one of these?”

“Yes, I know how to use one if I have to.”

Jago checked the magazine and handed Javi the Beretta. “If any of these men get loose, they will try to kill you. Shoot and make it count. There are two tied up behind the building. Leave them where they are, but if they come for you, shoot them and then leave.”

“But if I leave, how will you get back?”

“Don’t worry about us, we’re resourceful. Leave a message at our hotel letting us know how we can contact you.”

“Okay, Mr Jago. Good luck. And you too, Miss Fi,” said Javi as they disappeared from sight.


Chapter 35

Jago and Fi left the building and rapidly covered the ground to the factory. Their MPDs showed no sign of a threat as they swept down the side of a long external wall with broken windows and graffiti. They cautiously peered through the windows at various intervals and then they spotted a man inside the factory. He was reading a magazine and wearing a pair of earphones while a camera ten feet above his head on the wall scanned the area. He sat next to a table, upon which was a bottle of water and a single monitor that showed a multiplex view of the looped footage from the camera system. The man’s AK-47 hung over the back of the chair.

Fi kept watch on the man while Jago moved on to survey the rest of the factory. He observed a second guard inside who was close to a barred gate, which appeared to be at the entrance to the cave. The guard was casual and inattentive, choosing to check his mobile rather than be vigilant.

They must have had it so easy up here. Maybe the police have been paid off and they won’t bother visiting. Presumably, nobody else knows about the place, and they think they won’t get any surprises.

Jago moved back to Fi’s location. “The second guard is as inattentive as the guy over there with his earbuds. Let’s take out the guy sitting down first. The other guy is about fifty metres beyond him, at the entrance to the cave. I couldn’t hear or see anybody else beyond, but we’ll take it nice and quiet.”

Entering via the main door would mean they would have to cover twenty-five metres of open factory floor without being seen. Instead, they chose to go around the other side and enter via a broken window that was only five metres from the man who was sitting down.

Fi covered Jago as he climbed into the building, which he did in relative silence. Jago trained his weapon on the target and took up a kneeling position to provide cover for Fi’s entry. Within seconds they were both upon the target.

The man started and then froze at the sight of the silenced pistol pointing at his chest. He held his hands high, and Fi pulled them behind him and cuffed him to the chair. She then gagged and blindfolded him, using rags she found beside the desk, and cuffed his ankles to the central chair spindle before relieving him of his weapon and mobile phone. She put the mobile in her pocket and unloaded the weapon.

The next man wouldn’t be so easy to take on, as he was facing towards their only point of access in the open-plan, empty factory. It was a full-frontal take-down or nothing. Fi and Jago advanced about five metres at a time, building structure permitting, before finally stopping behind two central columns from which used to hang a huge sliding door as was evident by the huge mounted hinge bolts, metal slide above and across the expanse, and a steel track on the ground where the doors wheels would have rolled. It now left a large opening. The guard was about twenty metres directly in front. Jago, whose MPDs were still outside the factory building, pulled out a small telescopic inspection mirror to get a view of the guard, who was walking around, talking to someone on his mobile phone.

Jago whispered to Fi, “On my mark, walk at pace to the left side of the factory. Ready … go.”

Fi walked along as Jago peered around the corner, training his weapon on the guard. She reached the left side without a problem and ducked behind a brick protuberance. Jago used the mirror again. The guard finished his call and walked towards the opening, his weapon slung over his back. Jago signalled to Fi that the man was on his way. They readied themselves, and he appeared within ten seconds.

The man didn’t know what had hit him. Jago, taking no chances, struck him hard, and he went down, motionless. Fi cuffed him and gagged him and dragged him to the edge by a wall. Jago searched his pockets for his keys, ID and mobile, and found all three.

“You keep your MPDs outside and I’ll bring mine in,” instructed Jago. “We have no idea what’s beyond that gate.”

Within a minute Jago’s MPDs appeared and formed a triangulated perimeter around him.

Jago and Fi advanced, weapons at the ready, towards the gates leading to the cave. They were either side of the gates and they edged closer, step by step, all the while listening for any more guards. All appeared silent, and Fi covered Jago as he used one of the man’s keys to quietly unlock the padlock and chain that held the gate in place. Once the lock was off, Jago lifted the heavy gate so it did not scrape against the concrete floor.

He glanced at Fi, who had trained her weapon on the darkness. She motioned with her head towards the wall on the right. Jago looked and found a power lever switch, below which was a sign that read ‘Lights’. He pulled the lever and the cave entrance illuminated. Beyond was a concrete pathway as wide as a car that curved to the left and around a corner. Neither could see beyond the bend, and it was the only visible entrance.

They entered, and Jago took the lead on the inner curve. They paused every few steps and listened for danger as Jago focused on his MPD lens to get a sense of what lay ahead. It seemed clear. They advanced farther around the corner, where the cave opened up like a cathedral.

Jago signalled to Fi that she should go to the left side of the cave while he tracked right, his eyes searching for movement and his ears tuned in to the slightest sound. They slowly walked past stacks of ammunition boxes, everything from nine-millimetre rounds, 45mm NATO rounds, 39mm Soviet rounds, to at least half a dozen crates of NLAW, anti-tank weapons. Fi reached a natural turn to the left on the pathway and waited until Jago had time to move to a cover position.

As they were poised to move, there was a scraping noise indicating movement ahead. It was only a slight noise, but something or someone had made it, possibly by scraping something against the cave wall. As the pair edged their way forward, there was another noise. Jago was moving parallel to Fi along the stone pathway and could see nothing in his intraocular lens. To Fi’s left was the cave wall, which was smooth, and to Jago’s right were racks of weapons.

And then there was a shot, a single shot. Both Jago and Fi knelt with weapons at the ready. Jago withdrew a flashbang grenade from his combat vest, darted forward and threw it up ahead. He dashed back just enough to be clear of the blast, and then he and Fi went on the attack. Jago rounded the corner first, firing bursts up ahead, closely followed by Fi to his left, also firing bursts.

Fi took up a position where the concrete path ended. There was space beyond this to the left where the floor consisted of the flat rock of the cave’s natural floor. They waited, watched and listened. They checked for any improvised explosive device. Then they heard faint footsteps. Someone was running farther into the cave. Cautiously, Jago and Fi pursued the person. The crate-lined pathway snaked round to the right, and then became a straight run into an area of darkness. They had not used this area of the cave for storage.

Jago whispered to Fi, “I don’t know how far back the darkness will go, but we’ve got to pursue them. Get your NVGs ready, but hold off wearing them until after the three flashbangs. Are you ready?”

Fi prepared her NVGs. “I’m ready, Boss.”

The pair ran towards the darkness, and then abruptly stopped to move left and right. Jago tossed the first two flashbang grenades and waited for them to explode. He and Fi held back, knowing that any would-be attacker would normally wait to attack them after the second flashbang. Someone fired shots, which revealed their location, and Jago tossed another flashbang in that direction. Upon its explosion, Fi and Jago advanced, firing short bursts in unison.

Fi caught sight of movement low to the ground. As she focused, she saw someone raise their weapon, and she promptly fired a burst, killing the attacker. She moved forward, kicked the man’s weapon out of reach and checked for vital signs. There were none. Jago maintained cover over the man until Fi returned to her feet.

They continued until they reached the rearmost wall of the cave. There appeared to be no exit. They returned to the body of the attacker and searched him. He was of Asian origin, probably Filipino or Indonesian; it was hard to tell in the light. They recovered a Pindad G2 pistol from his thigh holster, which gave them a better clue as to the man’s nationality, given that these pistols were made in Indonesia. They also took his mobile phone and wallet.

Fi looked around the cave. “What do we do with all of this?” she asked. “There’s enough for an army here.”

Jago busied himself opening crates with a crowbar he’d found on top of a crate. “We’ll take what we need and blow the rest.”

“But won’t the authorities need it for evidence?”

“Under normal circumstances they would. But we don’t know who to trust. We could hand it over today, only for them to give it back to these guys tomorrow. No, let’s blow it up with their own explosives. Besides, that will hurt them so much.”

Fi thought, He really wants to hit them where it hurts. I hope that he’ll be able to cope when we come face to face with them.

“Fi, would you video the inventory and get that sent to Abi. I’ll select some gear for today’s op and rig the site for demolition.”

“Will do, Boss. I’ll just check on our captives first.”

“Okay. I’ll come with you and get some air.”


Chapter 36

They checked the bindings of two captives from inside of the factory, dragged them outside and left them prone beside the small building. Jago paused, hunkered down on his haunches and rubbed his face with one hand. He thought, What’s wrong with me? I shouldn’t feel suffocated, but I do. I can hardly breathe. He shuddered.

Fi looked on, concerned. “I’ll check the others.”

“Okay, I’ll be with you in a minute,” replied Jago, standing and breathing heavily.

Jago’s phone vibrated as he strode towards the captives. It was Abi. “Good news, Boss.”

“What’s that?” asked Jago in a flat tone.

Abi pretended not to notice. “The police commissioner is only Satyam Gopaul. I studied with him on an advanced risk-analysis course at Bishop’s Norton about five or six years ago. He’s one to be trusted.”

“Are you sure, Abi? I mean, a lot can happen in five years and he’s on his own turf now.”

“I’m as sure as I can be, Boss. You know how it is. Look, I haven’t given him the full story, but even he says he can only really trust about ten of his team. The others he’s just not sure about. What do you think?”

“Okay, they can mop up here after we blow the cache.”

“You’re going to blow it?” questioned Abi.

“Like you said, Abi, we don’t know who we can trust, and if these weapons get in the hands of terrorists, who knows what will happen. The commissioner’s team can come and pick up the captives in about an hour.”

“All right, I’ll arrange the pickup.”

“And the asset tracing, how’s it going? Blowing this lot will hurt them, but losing their finance will cripple them.”

“Good news. We discovered seven shell corporations and a fictitious charity. We’ve seized and redistributed everything connected with them, as you instructed.”

“That’s great news, Abi. Thank the guys for me, will you? And keep digging. I don’t want to miss anything, like assets of the mother that may have been used for nefarious means.”

“I’ll tell them. And for your information, they haven’t stopped. They’ve been on this day and night, leaving no stone unturned. Don’t worry, Boss, they’ll keep at it for as long as you need them to.”

“Thanks, Abi. I’ll get going; we’ve got a lot to do.”

Jago checked on the prisoners and made his way back to the cave, with Fi close behind. Fi set about recording the arms cache slowly and diligently on video. Meanwhile, Jago selected grenades, smoke grenades, some C4 and detonators, and a box of extra ammunition for Fi and himself. While searching he also came upon a small crate of BreachPens and set it to one side.

Fi met Jago at the factory entrance. “The video’s all done and I’ve sent it on to Abi. Have we got what we need?” asked Fi, looking at the small stack of crates and boxes.

“Let’s just say I’ve selected a few little extras for tomorrow’s excursion. Help me take them to the car, will you? I’ve already called Javi and he’ll meet us outside.”

Fi picked up and carried the crate of BreachPens. “What are these?”

“Oh, these, they’re handy bits of kit, they’re thermite rods that could be used as an exothermic cutting torch. They would be useful to disable a weapon, cut through chains, or even render a vehicle useless. You never know when you’ll need one.”

Within a few minutes, Javi pulled up in the car with his brother, Vikram. They were both anxious, eyes searching everywhere, half-expecting someone to jump out at them. They were relieved when Jago appeared in the doorway.

“Open her up. We’ve got a few extras. And don’t look so nervous. Everything is going to be all right, isn’t it, Fi?”

“Yes, everything is going to be perfect. You guys have nothing to worry about.”

They quickly loaded the crates into the car.

“Javi, you and Vikram take the car and wait on the road about three hundred metres away. Fi, let’s get all the prisoners on the far side of the small building and make sure they’re secure before we leave.”

“But have you not killed them, Mr Jago?” asked Javi.

“No, Javi, it wasn’t necessary. Someone’s coming to collect them.”

“Who?” asked Javi worriedly.

“Don’t worry, it’s a friend, and we can trust them.”

Javi and Vikram drove down to the road while Jago and Fi repositioned the prisoners. They were all secure and as protected as possible given the circumstances. Jago and Fi walked towards the factory.

“Fi, there’s no need for both of us to go in. I’ve rigged the charges and just need to detonate. Why don’t you go to the car and wait with the others?”

“Boss, just how stable are the explosives? I mean, we don’t know how long they’ve been there, do we?” asked Fi in a slightly anxious voice.

“They’ll be stable enough for this job. I’ve rigged it for maximum destruction of the arms and ammunition. And I’ve also set it to seal off the cave, in case anyone should try to retrieve anything. It’ll be one almighty bang, and most likely the locals will think it’s an earth tremor.”

“You be careful, Boss, and come straight out,” said Fi, concerned, and she set off to the car.

Jago entered the building and made his final check of the charges for the explosives. He set the detonation for three minutes, before jogging to the car.

“Right, let’s get some rest. Can you drop us off at our hotel, Javi?”

“Yes, of course,” said Javi in a quiet voice.

“Are you okay, Javi? You’re not having second thoughts, are you?”

“Second thoughts, no. I was just thinking about how furious Mr Marne and his associates will be when they find out what has happened here.” Javi paused. “And they’ll be doubly furious when they find out that all this has been achieved by only two people.”

“Four people actually,” corrected Jago. “You forgot that you and Vikram had a major part in this too. Without you, we wouldn’t have known this place existed. And without you, we wouldn’t have got here. So, you two have both helped to dismantle Mr Marne and his associates’ organisation. Don’t forget that, either of you. What you’re doing with us is important work that will save the lives of many, many innocent people. You are helping make the world a safer place – you’re on the side of the good guys.”


***




Upon arriving at the hotel, they found Dom sitting at the end of the bar next to the entrance. He hadn’t even checked in and still had his cases with him.

“Well, look who’s here,” said Fi, edging closer to Dom from behind.

“I saw you coming a mile off … well, in the mirror at the back of the bar anyway,” he replied, smiling. He turned and gave Fi a big hug.

“Hi, Dom. How was your journey?” asked Jago as he extended his hand.

Dom took Jago’s hand to shake it and then clasped his other hand on top and held it there. He looked Jago in the eye. “The journey went well, Boss. And I just want to say I’m very sorry to hear about Rebecca. We all are. We’re all gutted for you and will do anything you ask of us. I want you to know that we’re here for you.”

Jago was a little taken aback. “Thanks, Dom, that means a lot. I mean, I knew it, but somehow it seems different when you hear it. Thanks anyway. It’s good to have you here.”

Jago looked at Dom’s half-empty glass and turned to the barman. “Do you think we can get one of those each, and can you fill his glass?”

The barman set about pouring the drinks.

“Sorry, Fi, you want one, don’t you?” asked Jago.

“Sure, why not? Not that I need a nightcap to get my head down.”

They moved away from the bar to a table in the corner where they could talk.

Jago briefed Fi and Dom. “I’ve arranged that Javi and Vikram will go to the Marne residence as they usually would. Javi will send us the guest list – names and numbers. He’ll know this because he’s setting up the microphones for them all. He’ll also be able to send us the seating plan.”

“And have we got eyes and ears inside yet?” asked Dom.

“Yes, we fitted a few cameras and a microphone yesterday. I sent you a plan of the building and grounds,” answered Fi.

“Yes, I have that, thanks.” Dom looked up at a wall-mounted TV screen. “Oh, by the way, have you seen or heard the local news?”

“No, we’ve literally just got in and we didn’t have the radio on in the car. Why?”

“Here, watch this.”

The three watched the news report, which described a significant earth tremor in the Long Mountain region of the island. There was no coverage of the prisoners, but Commissioner Satyam Gopaul was speaking. He mentioned that this was thought to be an isolated tremor, and so the local inhabitants did not need to worry about any aftershocks.

Jago’s phone rang. “Hi, Boss. It’s Bernie. Abi has got her head down for a while, but I wanted to let you know we’ve uncovered more accounts. Some are in the mother’s name, as you suspected. We’ve done exactly the same with them as the others, and now it looks like the Marnes are absolutely broke. In fact, they owe money, but have none to pay their debts.”

“Hi, Bernie. That is good news – fantastic news. Well done, you and the team. But you won’t stop looking just yet, will you?” asked Jago.

“No, we’re carrying on. Just thought you would like to know.”

“That’s great, Bernie. I’ll tell the others. And while you’re on the phone, how are you and Trudy? How is she recovering?”

“Thanks for asking. She’s doing remarkably well, despite her injuries. She gets a little down from time to time, but her sister keeps her company and they get on really well. I couldn’t wish for better.”

“Look, if you need to take time off, you take it. You won’t lose any pay or anything,” said Jago reassuringly.

“Thanks for that, but I’m better off at work. Even Trudy says that. Perhaps we’ll take some time off after this op. You know, a week or so.”

“Whatever makes you feel better, Bernie. Anyway, give her our love. I’ll get off now, as we need to get our heads down for a few hours.”

“Hang on, Boss. There’s a message from Abi. She says her friend, who you know about, will meet you in the hotel restaurant at ten a.m.”

“Okay, thanks, Bernie. I understand the message. Will you tell Abi that I’ll be there?”

“Okay. Cheers, Boss – bye for now.”

Jago disconnected the call and stared thoughtfully at his phone for a few moments before relaying the information to Dom and Fi.

Dom responded, “My God, aren’t they going to be hacked off in the morning! First a so-called earth tremor near their arms cache, and then they’ll discover that their bank accounts are empty. And then they’ll find that they’re in debt. How wonderful will that be?”

“And that’s just the start,” said Jago pensively. “They won’t know what hit them.”

Jago finished his drink. “Right, Dom, we’d better get you a room.”

“I’ve got a room, Boss. I just haven’t had the time to check in yet. You get your heads down and I’ll see you later for breakfast. What time suits you both?”

“I’m meeting someone at ten here in the hotel. Does nine thirty sound good to you, Fi?”

She looked at her watch. It was 3.45 a.m. “Yes, sure, Boss, nine thirty is fine with me, as long as there’s a good breakfast. You know me, Boss, always up for a good feed.”


Chapter 37

Jago was finishing his made-to-order omelette and coffee when Dom and Fi arrived at his table.

“Good morning. Did you sleep well?”

“Morning, Boss,” came the reply in unison. Fi still sounded sleepy, whereas Dom was awake and raring to go.

“Grab yourselves some breakfast, and Dom, can you see if they do anything to go? We could be in for a wait later.”

“Will do, Boss.”

Jago poured another cup of coffee.

“How many is that so far, Boss – three, four maybe?” laughed Fi. It was a standing joke between them.

“The fifth, if you must know, but who’s counting?” smiled Jago.

Once they were all seated at the table, Fi briefed them about the kit that she had prepared and checked.

“What about the respirators?” asked Jago.

“We’ve got an SGE 400 each. Do you think we’ll need them?”

“I don’t know yet, but it’s possible. I transferred the little extras we took in the car, including a dozen tear-gas grenades,” said Jago.

“What else did you manage to acquire?” asked Dom.

“We have some C4, plus dets and timers. Plenty of extra ammo and a selection of weapons, including a couple of NLAWs.”

“You do mean business, don’t you?” said a surprised Dom.

“Like you never imagined, Dom, like you never imagined.”

Fi and Dom threw each other a look.

Jago drank the rest of his coffee. “Okay, I’m done and I have a meeting in five, so I’ll see you both in an hour by the car.”


***




Jago sat at the rear of the large, empty restaurant area and ordered another coffee while he waited for the police commissioner.

A short while later, a young Asian man in casual clothing entered the restaurant, looked around and disappeared. Another man immediately walked in. He too was Asian, but older, in his mid to late forties, with greying hair, and he wore smart-casual clothing. Jago noticed two men outside the restaurant windows and a large four-by-four parked outside, obscuring any view of the meeting.

The man approached Jago’s table. “Good morning, Mr Jago. I am Police Commissioner Satyam Gopaul. I’m an acquaintance of Abigail.”

Jago stood and extended his arm to shake hands. “Good morning, Commissioner. It’s good to meet you, please take a seat. Would you care for a drink?”

“No thank you, I’ve just had one. And please, call me Satyam. How is Abi?”

“Apart from Abi’s message the other day, how long has it been since you two have spoken?” asked Jago.

“Let me see … it must be five years. Why do you ask?”

“Did she tell you about her accident?”

“No, she didn’t mention an accident. What happened?”

“She’s paralysed from the waist down after a blast from an IED. She’s wheelchair-bound, and works for me as my operations coordinator and analyst. She’s one of the best in the game.”

Satyam looked visibly shaken. “I didn’t realise. Why didn’t she tell me?” he asked anxiously. “All those years. I never knew.”

Jago probed: “I know that you were on a course together, but I’m getting the sense that there’s more to it than that. Am I right?”

“Yes, you’re right. We were very close. So close, in fact, I was even thinking we might have a future together. Then she stopped calling and emailing.”

“You wouldn’t know this, but she was pretty torn up. She lost her mobility, her independence and a job she loved. She was a wreck. But she’s okay now, and that’s the important part.”

Satyam raised his head, looking directly at Jago. “Thank you for telling me. I am very grateful to you. But we haven’t met today to talk about my personal life, have we?”

“No, but it’s good for me to know who you are. Did you get any information from the men we captured?” asked Jago.

“Two are quite weak and are starting to open up. The other two are hardened mercenaries and it’s unlikely we’ll get any information out of them, but we’ll keep trying. They’re being held in secure locations.”

“I take it you’re restrained by protocol when it comes to interrogation?”

“Yes, we adhere to all the usual conventions, if that’s what you mean?”

Jago changed his tone. “There are times with men such as these when protocols need to be cast aside for the benefit of everyone. I have a very skilled interrogator working with me who, shall we say, knows these types of people well. He has a lot of experience in this area, probably too much. I could offer you his services after we finish this operation – unofficially, of course.”

“That is a tempting offer and one I shall have to consider carefully. But first, shall we talk about today?”

“Mr and Mrs Marne are implicated in the Australian massacre. Mrs Marne has a lover who is of British Pakistani origin and is linked to a number of terrorist organisations. His name is Bryn Khan-Wright. Flur Marne and this man were together in a hotel in Islamabad three days ago when there was an attempt on either his or her life, if not both. They neutralised the assassin.”

Jago paused before continuing.

“We understand that a meeting is taking place at the Marne residence here today. Several private jets arrived last night and the night before – with attendees, we think. We are a three-person team, and we have covertly placed visual and auditory recording devices in the Marnes’ house. We’re awaiting confirmation of all the attendees.”

“I see, and may I ask how you have obtained this intelligence, and how you’re going to get the confirmation of attendees?” asked Satyam.

“We have someone on the inside.”

“Interesting.”

“Why is it interesting?” asked Jago.

“Because we have someone on the inside too and we’re not getting that level of information. We are getting numbers, but not names. May I ask who your source is?”

Jago momentarily hesitated. “Two brothers, Javi and Vikram. They were following us for Marne and we turned them with the offer of a better life.”

Satyam smiled. “I see. The Appadoo brothers.” He leaned forward and lowered his voice. “I know their family well. Let me tell you about the brothers. Vikram is technically a failed policeman. He joined the service and failed the training; he had a problem with gambling, drinking, et cetera – the usual. And he built up quite a debt at Marne’s casino, The Empire. Javi is a technical wizard. He can put his hand to anything technical and succeed. He was set to go to high places, but chose to help his brother pay off his debt to Marne. You see, I personally recruited Vikram before he even entered police training. Everything was meticulously planned. Putting him through the police training, so at least he could enhance his skills before going undercover. He’s been there three years now, and during that time he’s been feeding me information about Mr and Mrs Marne and their activities. But there was no mention of the massacre in Australia – a big business deal, yes, but no hint of violence. I initially passed what information I had on to Interpol, but in the months that followed, three of Marne’s employees were found dead in suspicious circumstances, and none of the intelligence appears to have been acted upon.”

“So, you suspect a leak in Interpol?” questioned Jago.

“Yes indeed, that would appear to be the case. Marne’s reach is wide. He appears to be a meek and mild-mannered man, and face to face he comes across like that. However, when things don’t go his way, he turns, and by all accounts he becomes pure evil. As for his younger wife, she’s on a whole new level. When she plans something, she will let nothing get in her way, and I mean nothing. I suspect from what you’ve said she has used her charms with certain individuals to get her own way, regardless of any ideology or motivation. As long as she gets what she wants, she doesn’t worry about how that is achieved.”

“How many trusted officers have you got?”

Satyam raised his brows. “I have eleven officers I can absolutely trust, and I have a further ten officers I think I can trust. The ten are trustworthy; it’s just that they haven’t been tested yet. And you are just three?”

“Yes, we are three. It’s amazing what you can do with small numbers and high levels of expertise,” said Jago with pride.

“Yes, I have seen what the British special forces have been able to achieve in recent years. I don’t doubt you for a moment. How can we help?”

“Look, I should tell you that I’m a man seeking vengeance. I was there.”

“Where, at the massacre?” asked Satyam.

“Yes, I was on holiday with my girlfriend, Rebecca. We were visiting friends. Rebecca was killed and my friend’s wife was seriously wounded, alongside many others. I’m telling you this because I’m not here to arrest those responsible, I’m here to take them out, to stop what they’re doing once and for all. If we are going to work together, you need to know this.”

“I understand, and while in my position I cannot condone such actions, I recognise that there are occasionally exceptional circumstances where one has to take exceptional steps to make our world a safer place. Thank you for telling me, for being open and honest. Now we both know a little more about each other, shall we get to work?”

“Yes, let’s. I should warn you that these people will not be happy.”

“Why, because you blew up their arms cache?”

“Well, that’s one reason for them to be seething. The other is that when they woke up this morning, the Marnes would have found out that they’re broke. They don’t have a cent to their name. We have seized and redistributed all their wealth. We’ve discovered all of their shell corporations and charities and dismantled them. We’ve emptied all their offshore accounts, including those of Marne’s mother, Agnes. And we’ve seized and frozen other assets right across the globe. And the best part is that they now owe money to the banks and other financial institutions. So, if you add that up with the loss of their arms cache and men, it should prove to be quite a fruitful meeting, don’t you think?”

“But how did you manage to—?”

Jago cut Satyam short. “You have policies, procedures and protocols to adhere to. We have no such rules. We can go where others cannot, and that’s what it takes to be effective sometimes.”

“I understand the checks and balances culture; I have to. But then I must admit that with people like Marne and his associates, the rules make us weak. It’s a good job that people like you exist. It will be a pleasure to work with you. Let’s plan our operation then; we haven’t much time.”


Chapter 38

Jago, Dom and Fi were in close proximity to Maison du Miel et du Vin and listening in to the conversation in the Marne residence. The meeting seemed heated, with many voices overlapping. Fi was watching via the cameras in the main room, but it wasn’t the best of angles and really didn’t show much of use, so she discarded it, preferring to listen to the live feed. The team knew that besides Javi and Vikram, there would be eleven other people in the room.

“Dom, would you run through the list that Javi sent, please?” asked Jago as he peered through his high-powered binoculars.

Dom read through the list. “Okay, so we have the Marnes; Bryn Khan-Wright from the UK/Pakistan; Mr Jared Tandy from Australia; Elizabeth van der Hoort from South Africa; Huang Li from China; Henry Darmawan from Indonesia; Ruslan Dimitrov from Bulgaria; two sisters, Alice and Ingrid Stronoch, from the USA; and the Mauritian minister for education, Tanvi Sookun. It sounds like a United Nations summit. And there are ten bodyguards and four grounds guards.”

Jago scanned the area. “Well, it looks as though the bodyguards are pretty relaxed. They’re all chatting and smoking around their cars in the parking area. There are two guards on the gate and two roaming.”

“Boss, I’ve just had a message from Satyam. His team is in position and ready,” reported Fi.

“Thanks, Fi. Let him know we’re going to let the meeting continue for a while before we intervene. We want to see what intelligence we can glean first.”

“Okay, Boss.”

The three had been listening intently to the conversation for about thirty minutes when it got more heated.

“Have you discovered who was responsible for destroying our arms and ammunition yet, Augustus?” asked a scathing male voice.

Augustus Marne responded calmly, “No, we have not discovered their identities yet, but they must still be here on the island. They can’t have gone far. We will catch them and extract the information we need from them. We can be very persuasive.”

Marne paused and then said, “Bryn, I apologise for calling you in the early hours of last night. And it was good of you to make it at short notice. I thought that you could give us a first-hand report about the Australian project, please.”

“Augustus,” said a man with an English accent – Bryn, presumably, “it’s a pleasure to be here. As you all know, we’ve been growing the Australian market over the last few years. Many of the distributors have been happy to buy and resell some of our products. But mainly drugs shipments – they’ve been reluctant to buy and resell weapons. Unlike the US operation we conducted previously, which continues to bring us a quality return and growth.”

“That’s good to hear. The question is, how can we advance weapon sales in Australia?” asked Augustus Marne.

“Well, we have successfully conducted an attack on the Australian mainland, the result of which will benefit our organisation twofold. First, it will aid in expediting the sale of mine land that’s coming up for sale within the next ten years, and second, there may be a case to create a call to arms in response. The government would likely block any new legislation surrounding licences to carry arms. In fact, we’re sure that this would be the case, and it would fuel demand on the black market. That’s where we come in.”

“That’s all fine in theory, but how would that work in practice?” asked a female voice.

The English voice thought to be Bryn answered, “We will lead the government to believe that a new terrorist organisation is at large and seeking retribution over Australia’s involvement in joint operations in Afghanistan. The government will respond to this by pouring large sums of money into counterterrorism strategies and measures. They’ll be too busy to consider our purchase of the mines for development as anything other than pure business. Our investors require a mechanism by which to distribute their funds transparently and get a healthy return that, on the face of it, is open and transparent.”

“May I speak?” asked a woman in a slow southern drawl.

Augustus Marne cut in, “Of course you can, Alice.”

Dom looked at the list and whispered to Jago, “That’s Alice Stronoch.”

“Can you assure us that this will work?” asked Alice.

“I can assure you that the first phase of the operation has taken place and was a success. Phase two will comprise feeding credible intelligence regarding the ‘new’ terrorist organisation. There will be more unrest in those mines identified as being near the end of their life, which will force the owners into thinking they’d be better off selling sooner rather than later.”

“And the bureaucrats?” asked another woman in an American accent, who Jago presumed would be Ingrid Stronoch, Alice’s sister.

“Don’t worry, even Australians can be greedy, and we’re paying them well to move things along without a hitch. If all goes well, we should take possession of our first site for leisure resort development next year, and then two more the following year. More purchases will take place over the subsequent five years, to bring us up to ten sites for development; these are all to include hotels, golf courses, casinos and such like.”

The room fell silent.

Augustus Marne spoke. “Yes Henry,”

“These sites, do they require permits?” asked a male voice with an Asian accent.

Bryn responded in a calm voice, “They do, for building and for use. For example, we would need permits to run our leisure resorts that incorporate casinos. We have assurances that this will not be a problem in fifty per cent of the proposed sites. And we’re working on the other fifty per cent.”

“I saw your handiwork on the news,” stated a voice with a heavy eastern European or Russian accent directly. “You appear to have been a little overzealous, don’t you think?”

“On the contrary. Those actions were necessary for the authorities to understand that we’re well organised and connected, and that we will not go away. What we did will fuel outrage in the people, who will demand better protection,” said Bryn.

“But there were so many dead and wounded, women and children among them. Couldn’t you have just attacked a mine or something?” asked an unknown female.

“No, we deliberately attacked those Westerners having a good time, with their alcohol and loud music. We wanted them to suffer as our families have suffered at their hands in our lands.”

“You sound like a terrorist on a mission,” jibed the male eastern European voice.

Bryn said, “I am a terrorist. But I am a smart terrorist who requires large quantities of money to fuel my objectives. That is why I am so effective and why you need me.”

Marne intervened: “Thank you, Bryn. Does anyone else have questions?”

“I do,” said a meek female voice.

Augustus Marne encouraged her to speak. “Yes, Tanvi, what do you want to say?”

“What is the position of our funds? Are we on track to make the growth predicted in our last meeting?”

“Sookun, as ever focused on the money,” said Augustus Marne. “Let’s see what our accounts look like today. Javi, can you please help Elizabeth project our accounts and balances as of today, please?”

“Yes, Mr Marne.”

The meeting continued for a few minutes with some low-level chatter, and then there was an audible gasp from the group.

Jago smiled. “I guess they’ve just discovered that they have no money anywhere.”

A female voice stated in disbelief, “This can’t be right. I checked the account statements myself two days ago before coming here. There must be a problem with the feed. I’ll make some calls and get back to you.”

“Elizabeth, don’t be hasty. Just wait and show us the other accounts first,” directed Augustus Marne.

There was silence, anticipation in the air, and then: “No! They can’t all be empty. It’s not possible. IT’S JUST NOT POSSIBLE,” screamed Elizabeth.

Jago and the team could hear hysteria from within the residence.

“Fi, let Satyam know we’re going in, in three minutes.”

“Will do, Boss.”


Chapter 39

Jago, Fi and Dom checked their equipment, set off their MPDs and made their respirators handy. They rapidly covered the distance under the cover of trees towards the back of the property. They entered the river and emerged on the bank at the rear of the Marne residence. Fi and Dom stayed low on the bank, waiting for the roaming guard, who was due at any moment. Jago took a position in a recess at the rear of the building. He could hear the guard approaching.

Fi stood, allowing the guard to see her. The guard’s back was now to Jago, and she startled him. The guard raised his weapon towards Fi, but before he had time to level it, Jago was upon him. He gripped him in a headlock, and Fi ran forward and grabbed his weapon. Jago quickly rendered the guard unconscious in a sleeper headlock before dragging him to rest alongside the foot of the building.

The kitchen door was ajar. As planned, Jago entered first, weapon at the ready, scanning for any sign of trouble. Fi followed and covered opposite angles, while Dom took the rear. The two startled kitchen staff immediately raised their hands in surrender.

“Don’t worry, we’re not here for you. Go out and sit on the riverbank and you’ll be safe out there.”

The two members of staff scuttled away as instructed.

There was a door in the far right-hand corner of the kitchen that led directly into the meeting room. To the left was another door that led to the passageway outside the meeting room and to the stairs where Fi and Jago had been before. They headed for that door.

There was a guard stationed in the hallway. He was looking at something on his mobile telephone. Jago covered Fi as she approached the man, levelling her weapon directly at his face. He glimpsed her in his peripheral vision and made to go for his holstered pistol. Fi was too fast for him and upon him like a flash.

She whispered, “Don’t do that if you value your life.”

The man froze.

“That’s good. Walk slowly towards me with your hands above your head.”

He did as directed and Fi backed into a recess under the stairs, allowing Dom to cover their captive.

“Stop there,” ordered Fi.

The guard was perspiring.

“I’m just going to take your pistol. Don’t move or my friend here will shoot you. And in case you’re wondering, his weapon is fitted with a sound suppressor, so your friends inside won’t hear a thing. Are we clear?”

The guard nodded his head, and Fi unclipped his holster and removed the pistol.

“Now lie down on the ground, face down, and put your hands behind your back.”

Fi knelt on the man’s back and applied PlastiCuffs to his wrists and then his ankles. Dom rose to his feet and dragged the man across the shiny tiled floor into the kitchen. He searched for some cloth. He found a serviette and stuffed it in the man’s mouth, before securing it in place.

“I’ll take the door into the meeting room from the kitchen. Fi, we’ll give you a minute to get into place at the balcony overlooking the meeting room. Dom, you take the door leading from the passageway. Fi, in one minute from now, throw in two stun grenades from above, and Dom and I will enter.”

As they moved to take up their positions, they could hear a cacophony of voices from within the meeting room. And then they could hear the commotion had started outside. Satyam and his team had fired tear gas at the group of bodyguards – two of whom entered through the main door of the residence with their pistols drawn. They weren’t expecting Dom to be there as they were trying to get away from the tear gas. One lifted his pistol, and Dom shot him twice, and then aimed right and shot the other man before he could raise his pistol hand.

It was time, and Fi tossed in the stun grenades. Immediately after the flashbang, Dom and Jago burst into the room.

“EVERYONE DOWN ON THE FLOOR, NOW!” yelled Jago and Dom in unison.

“Lie face down with your hands behind your backs,” ordered Dom.

The women in the room screamed.

Jago harshly pulled Elizabeth up from the floor. “Here, you put these nice and tight around their wrists,” he instructed, handing her some PlastiCuffs.

She started with Tanvi Sookun, then Ruslan, Javi and Vikram.

Fi watched diligently from above and caught sight of the Chinese man, Huang Li, producing a gun from his briefcase. She shot him once, and he reeled backwards onto Ruslan and Henry, who were complying with Jago’s instruction.

Two men in the corner of the room had taken up firing positions, aiming towards Fi. Dom let rip with a burst to the corner, and Jared Tandy took two rounds, one in the chest and the other in the side of his head. Blood splattered across the area and over the two sisters, who were lying on the floor beside Jared. They screamed incessantly.

Bryn, the now-lone gunman, grabbed Ingrid Stronoch, and used her as a shield as he pointed his pistol towards Dom, who in turn aimed squarely at the woman.

Flur Marne jumped to her feet. “No, Bryn, don’t let it end this way.”

Augustus Marne and Jago both looked on, recognising the emotion in her voice.

“Shoot them both. They deserve it,” said Jago, staring Flur directly in the eye.

The tension in the room was high, amid the screams from within and the sound of gunfire raging in the car park outside.

Suddenly, a single shot rang out as Fi dispatched Henry. He’d rolled over and Fi had seen a pistol in his hand.

Bryn pulled Ingrid closer to him. “You won’t shoot me through her; that’s not what you’re trained to do, you military types. Rules of engagement, that’s what you work to. I’m leaving with her. Now you move aside or I’ll kill her.”

“Then what? We’ll just kill you. We might as well do both of you now and get it over and done with. Shoot them both,” directed Jago.

Bryn looked at Dom, whose weapon remained trained on the wide-eyed and terrified Ingrid. Then, at the point where Dom’s eyes met Bryn’s, a shot rang out from Jago. He had fired and hit Ingrid in the shoulder. Her body buckled, heading to the floor. Bryn couldn’t hold her. It exposed him. Jago rapidly fired a second time, sending Bryn backwards, and then advanced upon him. Bryn raised his pistol, and Jago shot him again, only this time in the head.

“NO!” screamed Flur as she broke free from Elizabeth, who was just about to cuff her. She ran to Bryn, sobbing and screaming.

Jago grabbed her arm. “See what it’s like to lose a loved one? How do you like it?” he asked.

She screamed at him, “IT WAS BUSINESS, YOU BASTARD, JUST BUSINESS.”

Jago let her go for a brief moment. She took the bait and reached for Bryn’s gun to exact revenge. Jago lurched forward, pointing his weapon at her head, as Augustus looked on in anguish.

“Go on, give me the excuse to pull this trigger.”

She paused, but then suddenly continued reaching for the pistol, and Jago and Fi both shot her. She slumped forward over Bryn’s lifeless body. Jago kicked the weapon away and turned to Marne, who was now cuffed, face down.

“How does it feel, Augustus?”

“How does what feel?” he asked.

“How does it feel to lose everything? You have no money, no weapons and no wife. How does that feel for a man who had everything?”

“You can’t hold me. You have nothing on me, and there’s no way you’ve been able to take all of my wealth.”

Jago secretly wondered if that last statement were true.

“That’s interesting coming from someone who is now cuffed and face down on the floor. Someone whose wife is lying dead on top of her lover. Someone who will realise that all the money in his accounts, his wife’s accounts and those of his mother has either been redistributed or has disappeared altogether. Oh, and that includes all, I repeat all, of your worldwide physical assets. In fact, you now owe several thoroughly miffed financial institutions a lot of money that you don’t have. Who do think is going to work for you now?”

Meanwhile, Dom was cuffing Elizabeth. She appeared more shocked by the state of their accounts than the assault and kept mumbling to herself.

The external noise abated and members of Satyam’s team entered the building. They searched the house and started to take away the captives. Satyam appeared to one side of Dom. Dom had seen him approach through his MPD lens and thought nothing of it – until Satyam produced his pistol. Dom took evasive action, sidestepping out of harm’s way as Satyam fired. Dom went down. He’d taken a round in his right side.

Fi looked down to where the shot had come from and checked her MPD lens before acting. She saw two of Satyam’s men pointing their guns at her from behind her. She continued looking over the balcony, as if to see what was happening below, and surreptitiously unclipped a stun grenade. She pulled the pin, let the grenade drop and kicked it behind her. It exploded, and she leapt over the balcony into the meeting room.

Jago heard the shot and the grenade and watched as Fi literally dropped into the room. She trained her weapon on Satyam. He faced her.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you. You’d never get out of here alive.”

“Neither would you,” replied Fi confidently.

Jago dragged Marne to his feet. He resisted, and Jago struck him across the face with his gun.

“Satyam, it would seem that you’re either on the payroll of Mr Marne or there’s another reason for your actions here. Perhaps you’re protecting the minister?”

Jago was probing, searching for a nerve. He continued, “Oh, I get it. You can’t let it get out that a minister of government has had a central role in overseas atrocities for pure financial gain.”

“The reason is unimportant now. All the press and the people will hear is that a band of three rogue foreign agents were killed in an assassination attempt and that the government’s special forces overcame them.”

Holding Marne tightly, Jago said, “So Marne here is unimportant to you? It’s immaterial whether he lives or dies then?”

Satyam hesitated. “It doesn’t matter to me or my men whether he lives or dies. Shoot him if you wish. It’s one less to worry about.”

Jago checked his MPD lens. There were five of Satyam’s men in the room plus Satyam, and two in the passageway. Fi was doing the same, and Dom was scanning the room from his slumped position.

Two of Satyam’s men escorted Javi and Vikram out of the room. As they went, they passed by Jago and Marne.

“The minister is his wife,” whispered Javi, who remained unaware that his brother was working undercover for Satyam.

Satyam grabbed Javi. “What did you say to him?”

“I said, ‘Have a nice life.’ He nearly killed me and deserves what’s coming to him.”

Satyam listened and ordered the guards to release Javi and his brother from their cuffs once outside.

Now there were only three of Satyam’s men, plus Satyam.

“What happens now, Satyam? How do you want to play this?”

“I’ve been thinking that it would be best if you all die in a hail of bullets. It would be very fitting for people such as yourselves.”

“What would Abi think of that, Satyam?”

“I shall call and tell her what heroes you all were. She’ll be sad, but she’ll get over it, I’m sure. I could even invite her to come out to see me. That would be nice, don’t you think?”

“What, and stay with you and your wife – the minister?”

Satyam looked surprised.

“Yes, we do our homework, Satyam. And just so you know, those little gadgets we use, those ones flying around above your heads …” Satyam and his men looked up, searching for the micro drones. “They transmit and stream live video and audio that is stored well away from here. Oh, and I should tell you that it’s being shared with some very powerful people in your secret intelligence community and some of our African and Asian friends right now. So why don’t you give them a wave?”

“You’re bluffing.”

“Am I?”

Satyam’s men were still watching the drones. Fi trained her weapon on the three men, who were close to one another. “Drop your weapons while you still can. You might get away with the fact that you were following orders.”

Two men gently placed their weapons on the floor. The other looked to Satyam for guidance. The man raised his weapon, and Dom shot him. Satyam spun round, attempting to fire at Jago, but he hit Marne in the neck. Satyam’s spinning body spiralled to the floor after sustaining two shots in quick succession from Jago. Satyam’s heavy frame came to rest at Dom’s feet. He was still conscious and trying to move. Dom mercilessly finished the job.

Jago knelt down to check on Marne’s condition. He was struggling to breathe, with frothing blood oozing from his mouth.

Jago whispered in his ear, “I know that I didn’t pull the trigger, but I have the satisfaction of knowing you will never again work your evil and that I have avenged my Rebecca. I hope that you rot in hell, where you belong.”

Augustus Marne’s body tensed and his eyes widened in response to Jago’s words.

“There’s still life in you then. Well, I suppose I’d better sort that out,” said Jago, and he placed the muzzle of his pistol against Marne’s left eye before squeezing the trigger.

Jago’s words were the last heard by Augustus Marne as his lifeless body sank to the floor.


Chapter 40

Fi and Jago entered Dom’s private room just as a nurse was leaving.

“Now don’t you forget to take those pills three times a day, and come back in one week so I can change that dressing,” said the forceful nurse.

“Yes, nurse, no problem. I’ll be here in one week,” answered Dom as he gingerly attempted to sit on the edge of his bed.

Fi stepped forward. “Do you need a hand, Dom?”

“Yes, please – to get out of this place. Give me a good old terrorist to deal with any day. I mean, these nurses never stop; they’re mean as hell. Are you here to take me out, Boss? Please say yes!”

“Hi, Dom. How are you doing? Do you think you could manage if we took you out? We’re not nurses, you know, but I guess that Fi could look after you for a few days.”

Fi turned to look at Jago. “Hey, Boss, that’s not fair. I’m no nurse. If you’re not going to be there, Dom can stay here with proper nurses.”

“You know, Dom, she’s got a point. Maybe you should stay for a while,” said Jago, laughing.

“Where are you going, Boss?” Dom asked as he propped himself up against the bedside cabinet.

“I’m going back to Perth to see Hunter, Linda and the kids, and catch up with Mikey.”

“Is that the only catching up you’re going to do?” asked Fi, who knew Jago only too well.

“I’m sure I’ll pay Captain Bennet a visit while I’m there. Abi, Bernie and the guys have kindly stripped his assets before my visit, so he’ll be on tenterhooks.”

“I can go with you, if you want.”

“Thanks, Fi, but I’ve got to do this on my own. Anyway, you’ve got a patient to take care of. Oh, and by the way, as a way of saying thank you, the minister of justice has changed our hotel. We’re now in Le Victoria on the beach for a couple of weeks. There’ll be the odd debrief with the security services, but for the rest of the time you’re on rest and recuperation.”

“That sounds great. How long will you be gone?”

“I’ll be back in a few days and catch up with you then. As a treat, I’m having Abi, Bernie and the tech guys fly out with their partners for ten days. It should be a good time for all of you after such a challenging op. Anyway, I’m heading off now. I’ve a plane to catch.”


***




As Jago entered airport arrivals, he spotted Mikey waiting for him, as planned.

“Hi, Jago. How are you? I’ve heard the version that the authorities received, but how did it really go?”

“I’ll tell you when we’re in the car. Where are you parked?”

“It’s only a short walk away, this way.”

Once they’d stowed Jago’s luggage in the car’s boot they got underway.

“Well, don’t keep me in suspense,” said Mikey.

“There was a well-organised organisation behind of all this. They treated everything as if it was a business, and for most of them it was. All they wanted was a healthy return on their investments. It became more complex for the group when Flur Marne and Bryn Khan-Wright got together. She saw an opportunity to grow her business by using Bryn’s ideology and terrorist inclinations and he liked her access to money. Together, they manipulated the organisation and its original aims. They used the investors’ finance to help them achieve their aims, at the investors expense. And Bryn also wanted to prove that his group could be an effective asset to other terror organisations.”

“And what’s happened since then?” asked Mikey.

“Since Bryn’s death, there’s been a power struggle taking place in Pakistan and Afghanistan. With his financial backers, he had a lot of clout, and that didn’t make him Mr Popular. Hence the attempted hit in Islamabad which was possibly orchestrated by a rival terror group; we don’t actually know for sure. What about our mutual friend?”

“Well, first, thank you for the heads-up. I owe you one,” said Mikey gratefully. “We moved to a remote location that only I know. After a couple of days, I learned that Bennet had sent a team to hit our previous safe house on the night we left. They blew it to kingdom come. They’d been briefed that a terrorist cell was holed up in there.”

“Briefed by our friend Bennet, no doubt. He’s got it coming to him, for sure.”

“I hear he’s on leave at the moment and gone north for two weeks. Have you got time to go north, or have you got to get back in a hurry?” asked Mikey.

“I’m in no hurry. I want to see how Hunter and Linda are for a couple of days, and then I’m good to go. Do you know where Bennet is?”

“I will this afternoon. I have a contact in the area where I’ve heard he might be. In all honesty, I haven’t been into the office yet. Carl must think I’m dead or something.”

“Do you think we can trust Carl?” asked Jago.

“He’s not been here long, but he has a reputation for getting things done and doing them right.”

“Maybe I’ll drop in and pay him a visit to see what he has to say for himself. Do you think he knows about Bennet?”

“If he does, he’s keeping it close to his chest,” said Mikey.


***




Mikey dropped Jago at Hunter’s house. Jago knocked on the door once and then continuously.

“I’m coming, I’m coming, hang on,” called out Hunter from the other side of the door.

Jago could hear Hunter’s aluminium crutches as he approached and he waited patiently, smiling to himself.

The door flew open and Hunter gasped at seeing Jago.

“Ah, man, it’s good to see you.” He dropped his crutches and embraced Jago. “Is it all over? Did you get the bad guys?”

“Yes, we got most of them.”

“Come in, come in,” invited Hunter as he bent down, trying to retrieve his crutches. “What do you mean, most of them? Are you losing your touch or what?”

Jago bent down and picked up the crutches. “Here, you need these.”

Hunter slowly led the way into the house.

“And to answer your question, no, I’m not losing my touch,” said Jago. “It so happens that on this visit I can mix business with pleasure. How is Linda? And where are the kids?”

“The kids are at their gran’s place, and Linda’s doing pretty well. They want to keep her in for a while – you know, tests and all that. Do you want to go and see her?”

“Yes, I do. But not if you’re driving,” laughed Jago. “I mean, you can’t even walk properly; heaven knows what your driving’s like.”

Jago and Hunter had lunch and a beer on the patio and discussed the recent events.

“So, what’s the loose end you’re after?”

“It’s someone on the inside, Hunter. The organisation we’ve just dismantled paid this person a lot of money to divert resources, cover up crimes and make murderous acts look like legitimate operations.”

“Really, someone on the inside? Anyone I know?”

“I can’t tell you, Hunter; you know that. You and your family have been through enough. I don’t want to put you in harm’s way, so I’d rather not say. You know what it’s like. We never know what the outcome will be, and if they get me before I get them, they’ll come asking what you know.”

“Jago, they’ll come anyway. They know I’m your mate. I’m in harm’s way anyway, so I might as well know who to look out for.”

Jago paused in thought and reluctantly had to admit to himself that Hunter had a valid point. Jago explained to him all the details that pointed to Captain Bennet being on Marne’s payroll, and how his team had seized Bennet’s assets.

“I know Bennet from way back,” said Hunter. “And what you’ve told me doesn’t surprise me in the slightest. But be careful. He’s used to not playing by any rules and he’s been involved in some tough stuff over the years. He didn’t become a captain by shuffling paperwork, and seeing as that’s what most captains do these days, I think it’s fair to say that he’s not following that trend. Are you going alone?”

“No, I’ll have Mikey with me.”


***




Hunter and Jago exited the hospital.

“Linda’s looking well,” observed Jago.

Hunter paused for a break on his crutches. He looked concerned. “They’re worried about her leg. It’s not mending as they think it should. She’s had two operations on it already and now they’re talking about another one.”

“Have you got a second opinion?”

“The insurance won’t cover a second opinion. We have to go with what they say,” replied Hunter dejectedly.

“Sit down for a second. I’m going to make a call.”

Jago wandered with his phone to his ear. “Abi, I need a favour for a friend.”

“Hi, Boss, sure – what do you need?”

“Can you find out the best specialist for gunshot wounds to the upper leg. My friend’s wife was shot and they’ve operated twice and we need a second opinion before they do something drastic like remove it. I don’t care what it costs, or whether they can come here or we send her to them. I’ll text you the details for her, the hospital, the doctors and Hunter.”

“I’ll get on it now.”

Mikey pulled into the car park and hung back until Jago had finished his call.

“Hi. How are they?” asked Mikey.

“They’re in pretty bad shape. I’ve just been getting my team to see if they can help out. Did you get a location?”

“Yep. He’s staying in Port Douglas, a few miles north of Cairns. I’ve booked us on a flight at 1100 hours.”

“Okay, I’ll be with you in a minute. Let me have a word with Hunter.”

Jago entered the hospital waiting area and explained to Hunter that he’d got Abi to arrange a second opinion at no extra charge to him or his family.

“Do you remember when I told you about how we help others?” asked Jago.

“Yeah, I remember,” said Hunter with his head in his hands.

“Well, this is one of those times. Take care, my friend, and I’ll see you soon,” said Jago compassionately as he shook his friend’s hand.


Chapter 41

It was hot and sticky and mid-afternoon when Mikey and Jago arrived in Cairns and picked up their hire car, a white Toyota Land Cruiser.

“How far is it from here?” asked Jago as they packed the vehicle.

“It’s just over an hour away. We take the Captain Cook Highway all the way up. It’s a beautiful place.”

“I’m sure it is. Maybe we can take in the sights when we’re done,” replied Jago with a hint of sarcasm.

“Ah, Jago, I didn’t mean it like that,” said Mikey as he started to drive out of the airport.

“I know, Mikey, I know. I guess I’m a little out of sorts. Just thinking about how low this man could get, exploiting me at a time of grief. This was personal, and I don’t normally do personal, but Rebecca was special. She was the only one who understood me. I really thought we had a future, and that’s never happened to me before. Do you know what I mean, Mikey?”

“Yes, I know what you’re saying. I understand it completely. I don’t know whether you know this, but I was a teacher before I took this job and I was married. I lost my wife, Tammy, after the Bali bombing. She was badly injured and never recovered. So, yes, I understand you and your grief. And I’d like to tell you it gets easier, but it hasn’t for me, yet.”

“I’m sorry, Mikey. I didn’t know. How are you holding up?”

“I manage until I get to things like birthdays and Christmas, or until I hear a piece of music that we shared a love for. That’s when it’s hardest.”

“How long were you married for?”

“We’d been going out and living together for two years and married for three.”

“And I’d only known Rebecca for about eighteen months.”

“It doesn’t matter how long you were together. What matters is that you loved one another. That can never be taken from you. Hold on to that, Jago; it’ll be your saviour, for sure.”

A peace fell upon each man as they dived inward, deep in thought. It was like Mikey was driving on autopilot.

Forty-five minutes into the journey, Mikey broke the silence.

“We’re booked into a small apartment on the edge of town. The town itself is tiny but likely full of tourists. There are also loads of day trippers who come for the reef tours.”

“Where’s Bennet staying?”

“He’s in the swanky Reef View Resort. It costs a fortune to stay there. It’s five minutes’ walk from our place. Listen, it will be sundown soon and we’d better get something to eat.”

Jago voiced concern: “We can’t just wander into town if it’s so small, can we?”

“It’s fine. Shaza is on the case. She’ll let us know if he leaves the site. He hasn’t left yet in four days. He tends to eat in the restaurant alone and then tries to chat up women in the bar afterwards. We’re good to go to town.”

“Who is Shaza?”

“Oh, just a friend of mine who doesn’t mind doing me a favour, especially in a swanky hotel.”

“You paid for it, didn’t you?”

Mikey’s voice became more resolute. “I want this bastard too, you know. If it costs a little dosh, so be it.”

“I’m a private entity and I have funds for this sort of thing. I’ll reimburse you when we’re done.”

“No, I don’t want your money, Jago.”

“Okay, so why are you here, Mikey? Really, why?”

“I can’t stand people like Bennet. He’s a traitor to all we stand for. I know that I can’t match him in terms of skills, weapons and tactics, and suchlike. But I am smart enough to know someone who can.”

He looked at Jago directly.

“Did you suspect Bennet before all of this then?”

“I had my suspicions, and I’m sure he suspected I had them. Even though he’s TRG, he did his best to keep me out of the way by coercing the decision makers. There were signs, but I didn’t know who I could trust. Then you came along. For the first time Bennet was uneasy; he looked concerned. He’d realised that he’d met his match in you.”

“I’m sure we can both leave here satisfied after today. Let’s go and grab a couple of beers and some food.”

“Do you like tapas?” asked Mikey.

“What, here?”

“Yeah, there’s a great tapas place in town. They even serve crocodile croquets.”

“You’ve got to be joking!”

“No, straight up. You’ll see.”


***




Mikey woke to the sound of his mobile ringing. “Hello?”

“It’s Shaza. I think you would enjoy a trip to Mossman Gorge today. The weather’s perfect. But you must find another group to go with, because I’ve heard that the ‘We Are Explorers Tour’ is full. Have a nice day.”

“Thanks, we will.”

Mikey looked around the apartment for Jago and then he walked in the door with takeaway coffee and some food.

“Good morning. Have you been anywhere interesting?” enquired Mikey.

“I’ve had a little recce.”

“That’s good. Did you see him?”

“Yes. He’s having breakfast with a couple of women.”

“Shaza called a few moments ago. He’s going out on a tour today to Mossman Gorge. A lot could happen in a place like that.”

“Indeed, it could. But the question is, why? Why bother to go on a tour? He knows enough about the jungle, so why would he go on a guided tour?”

“A woman maybe, he could be chasing a woman. Or it could be a meet?”

“Maybe. I’m not sure. He’s cunning and we’ll have to be careful. Have you noticed anyone watching us?” asked Jago.

“Can’t say I have. Why? Have you?”

“There was a guy out jogging this morning who was in the tapas bar last night. Five-ten, short dark hair, tanned, athletic build. He was on his own and spent a lot of time on his phone. When I went out this morning, he was stretching against a tree at the end of the road and then he jogged around the block. When I returned via the store, he was a way behind me.”

“Is he still out there?”

“No, he left the area when I started back here. We just need to keep alert,” advised Jago.

“Let’s have breakfast and get going. How was it in Mauritius? We haven’t spoken about it yet.”

As the pair ate, Jago explained how the operation had panned out, and he continued as they checked their weapons and equipment for the day.

“What’s the island like?” asked Mikey.

“Why, are you thinking of taking Shaza there or something?”

“I might be. It would be a good luxury holiday, wouldn’t it?”

“Yes, but how can you afford that on your measly government salary?”

“Well, when Tammy died, I got a pay-out on the insurance. Not that it replaced her or anything, but it meant that I could pay for the house outright and have some left over. And now it’s time for me to start over again, so I put the house up for sale three weeks ago and it went the first day for way more than I thought it was worth. So, I’m buying a smaller place on the beach.”

Jago looked at his watch. “Good for you, Mikey. I hope that it works out for you. Are we ready to go?”

“Yeah, I’ve got everything. Let’s go.”

Mikey left the apartment first and put their bags in the back seat of the car. Jago exited the apartment and was looking over the balcony to speak to Mikey when he noticed a car parked down the road a little way, with a single occupant who was looking in their direction. Jago discreetly checked up the street to find his jogger was on the corner outside the takeaway bakery where Jago had been earlier.

He thought, Something’s not right here.

Jago called down to Mikey, “I’m sorry, Mikey, but can you bring those bags back up. I haven’t finished with them yet.”

“Sure, no problem. I’ll be up in a second.”

Jago watched as Mikey grabbed the bags, shut the car door and made his way to the stairway. Jago met him there.

“Get out the HKs,” instructed Jago with a sense of urgency. “We’ve got company. There’s a grey saloon car down the street a little west of here with one occupant, and our jogger is watching from outside the bakery. They’re expecting something, yet keeping their distance, which can only mean one thing.”

“Am I missing something here?” asked Mikey.

“Mikey, I’m saying that there may be a bomb in our vehicle. You take the jogger and I’ll take the driver.”

“You mean to say I was in that vehicle and there could be a bomb in there?”

“It’s possible. But they’ll want to take us both out, not just you, which means one of them has some kind of remote detonator. Make sure you look for it when you take out the jogger.”

“What do you mean, take out the jogger?”

“Somehow, I don’t think he’s just going to let you arrest him, if you get my drift? Let’s take the back stairs, and I’ll see you back here in ten to fifteen minutes. Don’t go near the car.”

“Don’t you worry, I have no intention of going near the car.”


Chapter 42

Jago moved quickly through the apartment gardens, past the poolside of the adjacent building, to the end of the street. He made his way along the side of a building under the cover of shrubbery. He could see the car and its single male occupant, who was studiously watching the area in front of Jago’s apartment.

A delivery lorry pulled up in front of the building, blocking Jago’s view. The driver alighted from the vehicle, opened the back, loaded stuff onto a trolley and took it into the building complex. Jago moved towards the nose of the lorry. This gave him a good forward position. He could advance on the driver from a diagonal position without the driver being able to see him in his rear-view or wing mirrors.

Jago waited for the lorry driver to return. As soon as the tail of the lorry passed, Jago advanced, weapon at the ready, pointing at the head of the driver. The driver must have sensed someone in his peripheral vision, but it was too late: Jago was upon him. The driver’s window was open and the muzzle of Jago’s weapon met the man’s head.

“Don’t move, not a muscle,” instructed Jago.

The man froze. He had one arm leaning on the window edge and the other hand on the steering wheel.

“I’m Jago, but you know that already. Who are you?”

“Brolin Miles, sir. Please don’t shoot.”

“Who do you work for, Brolin? And don’t mess me around. I get annoyed when someone tries to kill me.”

Brolin hesitated, and Jago nudged the muzzle into the side of his head as a prompt.

“I work for the government.”

“TRG, AusInt or SpecOps?”

“Similar, sir.”

“Who told you to put a bomb in my car?”

Brolin hesitated. “I can’t tell you, sir.”

“Not even with my gun pointed at your head? I suggest you think again. Let’s make it easier for you. What did they tell you about me and my partner?”

“Someone briefed us that you were terrorists planning an operation, and they ordered us to take you out before you got the chance to complete your mission.”

“I see. Wait one and don’t move.”

Jago looked up the street to see the jogger cautiously heading his way. He called Mikey on the radio.

“How close are you to your target? Over.”

“I’m right behind him. Over.”

“That’s good. Keep going, but try not to kill him. He’s on our side.”

“Roger that. Out.”

Jago removed the muzzle from the driver’s head but kept the weapon trained on him. Brolin breathed a huge sigh of relief.

“Brolin, it seems we’re on the same side, and I don’t like to shoot our own – unless I have to, that is. Now slowly pass me your weapon and your ID. Pass the weapon by holding the barrel.”

Meanwhile, Mikey’s target took cover beside a building about thirty metres away. Mikey closed in with his weapon ready for use.

Mikey drew closer. “DROP THE WEAPON NOW.”

The jogger froze momentarily, before deciding to drop the weapon.

“That’s good. Now get on your knees with your hands behind your head.”

Confused, the jogger asked, “Why didn’t you kill me?”

“Because, according to my partner over there, we’re on the same side.”

Surprised, the jogger turned to face Mikey. “But …”

“Yes, I know. These things happen, mate. What’s your name?”

“Peter.”

“Right, Peter, for the moment keep your hands where they are and get to your feet. Then slowly walk towards your partner and mine.”

Peter complied, and Mikey picked up Peter’s weapon as he walked behind.

Jago waited until Mikey and Peter had reached him.

“Mikey, sit him against the wall,” instructed Jago. “Brolin, you get out of the car and sit beside him. Oh, and give me the detonator.”

Brolin alighted from the vehicle and reluctantly handed Jago a mobile phone.

“Cuff them for now, Mikey. I want to have a chat with them.”

Jago covered the pair as Mikey applied the cuffs. Then Jago squatted down to their level to look them in the eye as he talked.

“How much explosive is in the car?”

“There’s enough to take out the car and the ground-floor apartment,” answered Brolin.

“Really? Why on earth would you use that much?”

“He wanted to be sure.”

“Who’s he? Bennet?”

Brolin’s eyes widened at Bennet’s name.

“Oh, so it was Bennet. Do you know where he is right this minute?”

“No, sir, we don’t,” piped up Peter.

“Where do you think he is? Come on, humour me.”

The pair thought before Brolin answered, “I guess he’ll be in Perth.”

“When did you last report in and when do you need to report in next?”

Brolin sighed heavily. “Look, he told us you were terrorists planning an attack. We didn’t know who you really are.”

Mikey intervened: “I’m curious. What were you briefed about me?”

“He told us you were a rogue agent who was in league with an international organisation responsible for the massacre near Perth, and that your partner was a British assassin deployed here to eliminate the investigating officers. We were only following orders.”

“Okay, so when did you last report in and when do you need to report in next?” asked Jago impatiently.

“I messaged Bennet at 0800 hours and I need to message him when the job’s done.”

“And what’s the code to confirm the kill?”

“It’s a strange one. I have to message that the red line has been erased.”

Jago fell silent for a moment, deep in thought. “What if I told you that Bennet is within five minutes’ walk of here? I watched him eat his breakfast this morning when you” – Jago pointed at Peter – “were following me.”

Surprised, the two men didn’t answer.

“How did you know where to find us?” asked Jago.

“He sent us the coordinates and your photos.”

“Coordinates, eh? I wonder. Mikey, what do you always have with you, no matter what?”

“Err, I guess that would be my mobile phone. But I turn the tracking off.”

“Take off the casing and look inside for anything unusual. What else is there? What about your keys? Do you have a keyring?”

Mikey was disassembling his mobile phone and carefully inspecting it. “Yes, but the keyring is made of solid steel.”

Jago walked around. He was thinking hard. “What about your holster, shoes?”

“There’s nothing in the phone.”

Mikey unclipped his holster and magazine pouches and inspected them rigorously. He removed his shoes and looked for signs of tampering.

“The shoes are good, and the holster and pouches are clean too. What about the Glock? Can you track a Glock?”

“That’s it, your pistol. Has it been in for a service or revision recently?”

“Yes, it went into the armoury last month. Why?” Then Mikey realised: “They were supposed to return it the same day, but the technician took ill and I had to wait for two days until he could return it.”

“Let me see your pistol.”

Jago expertly disassembled the Glock on the pavement and inspected every part. And then he found it: a small electronic sensor concealed inside the hilt of the weapon.

“This piece of kit relays your information to a central point. It can even tell if you’ve unholstered your weapon, the direction you’re pointing it in and when you’ve fired a round. It gives a full report of place, date and time of everything. They designed it to protect law enforcement, but it would appear that Bennet is using it another way.”

“I can’t believe the lengths that man will go to, to cover himself,” said Mikey incredulously.

Jago turned to the two agents. “Look, I’d love to trust you more, but we haven’t got time. I hope you’ll understand. Your work is done here and I need you to stay in our apartment until we’ve done our job. We’ll come back for you later.”

Mikey and Jago helped the two men to their feet and walked them to the apartment block. Once inside the apartment, Jago and Mikey secured Brolin and Peter as comfortably as possible given the circumstances.

“What now?” asked Mikey as he and Jago left the apartment.

“Bennet will be expecting a big bang and we’re going to give him one. Let’s transfer the bomb to their vehicle and park it in that open space farther down the road. Then we’ll detonate it and call it in as a job done. But first let me have your pistol.”

Jago carefully removed the tracking device.

“We’ll leave the device in the car. When it explodes the signal will die, and that will be one more confirmation for Bennet.”

The pair set about putting their plan into effect, and within half an hour they were ready to leave for Mossman Gorge.

“Mikey, can you check with Shaza one more time before we do this? I want to ensure that Bennet’s still around to hear the explosion and that he’s still planning to go on his trip.”

“Sure, give me a few minutes.”

They sat in their Toyota waiting for a reply from Shaza. Then the phone vibrated.

“She says he’s in the hotel lobby with the rest of the party waiting for the transport to arrive. And he seems to be alone,” said Mikey.

“Right, let’s detonate and get out of here. Can you ask her to describe the transport when it arrives?”

“Yeah, no worries.”


Chapter 43

“Have you put on your Deet repellent, Mikey?” asked Jago. He was standing at the rear of the vehicle in the corner of the Mossman Gorge car park.

“Yeah, I lathered a load on earlier. You get all sorts of crawlies out here that want to take a chunk out of you. You know about the stinging tree, don’t you?”

“Yes, that’s the one with the heart-shaped leaf, isn’t it?”

“Yeah. It can give you a bad sting. I remember the first time I was up here. I was with my wife and we went on a guided walk. The guide nearly scared us out of our wits. He said if we got stung by a stinging tree, he couldn’t guarantee getting us to a hospital in time.”

“He was a bit dramatic, wasn’t he?”

“Yeah, but it worked on us all and he had no problems after that.”

“I spoke to one of the park guys over at the centre and he told me that all the tours congregate in the east car park where there are bigger bays for larger vehicles. He also gave me the route of the explorer tour that Bennet is on. They go north for about two kilometres, follow the gorge for another kilometre and then head west towards the Finlay Vale Road, before returning in a southerly direction, creating a circular route.”

“Where do you suggest we meet Captain Bennet?”

“I’d like to shadow the group from one of the parallel tracks for a while and see what he’s up to. If it is a meet, we could have more company than we bargained for, so I think it’s best to wait it out until they move south. Then we’ll find somewhere suitable to separate him from the group.”

“That sounds like a plan. I’ll follow you, seeing as you know what you’re doing.”

Both of the men were wearing Australian military multi-camouflage clothing and magazine pouches. They were also both carrying a small multi-cam backpack. Within minutes of entering the jungle foliage, they were invisible to the untrained eye. They picked up the parallel track they’d planned for and waited silently for Bennet’s group to appear.

They had been in position, within some fern-like plants at the base of some tall trees, for about forty minutes when a noisy, multicoloured group of people appeared on the lower track.

Jago scanned the group with a high-powered monocular. There was a uniformed guide front and back of the group of ten. They stopped periodically and gathered around one guide, who was no doubt imparting his wisdom of the area.

Mikey made eye contact with Jago, and Jago ever so slightly shook his head from side to side. They waited.

Thirty minutes later, another group appeared. The two guides, one male, one female, wore different uniforms, and their T-shirts had ‘Explorer Tours’ emblazoned upon them. Jago studied the twelve, one of whom was clearly Captain Bennet, dressed in a pair of long beige trousers, a grey short-sleeved shirt and a green jungle hat. He was carrying a small navy-blue backpack and a camera case. He looked like a real tourist.

Both Jago and Mikey made eye contact once again and Jago nodded his head in confirmation. Their vantage point enabled them to watch the group for about half a kilometre without having to move. As soon as it became apparent that they would lose their view, they moved stealthily along the track, keeping the group in view.

They’d been shadowing the group for about two and a half hours when the group stopped beside the gently flowing water in a wide part of the river. Most of the group, except the guides, Bennet and one woman, took to the water. Bennet, camera in hand, wandered around the periphery, taking the odd photo. Then Jago spied a man approaching Bennet. He looked to be alone, and as far as Jago could tell from their body language and eye contact, the two men gave the impression of knowing one another. Jago kept watch, and there it was – the subtle exchange of what appeared to be identical cameras.

The man disappeared into the jungle and Bennet nonchalantly returned to the group and studied the flip-out screen on the camera. He seemed agitated, looking back in the direction of where he and the man had made the exchange. The members of the group in the water were enjoying themselves, and the lone woman was chatting with the guides and taking photos of the rest of the group. Jago watched as Bennet took one guide to the side and spoke with him. The guide pointed back down the path from where they’d come and Bennet set off that way on his own. Initially, he strolled, but as soon as he was out of sight of the guides, he quickened his pace, and Jago and Mikey rapidly covered ground on their track.

Jago paused to walk alongside Mikey. “We’ll intercept him after the bend. Our track cuts the corner and we can drop to his level before he rounds it,” advised Jago in a low tone.

“Okay, you’re the boss.”

They continued at pace, glimpsing Bennet now and then through the dense undergrowth. As their track swept inwards, they lost sight of Bennet. They raced ahead and descended. They approached the lower track. Bennet was nowhere to be seen yet. Jago crossed the track and concealed himself in the foliage, while Mikey positioned himself facing the direction from which Bennet would emerge.

A minute later, there was Bennet. He was running with a rhythmic cadence, eyes fixed firmly ahead. He was twenty-five metres away when Jago fired a single suppressed shot into the earth at his feet. Instinctively, Bennet dived for cover and anxiously removed his backpack. He took out a Glock 22 while assessing his options.

“Bennet, you may as well come out. There’s nowhere to hide,” called out Jago as he raised his head and weapon slightly to get a better fix on Bennet.

Bennet scurried to his left, into dense cover, and Mikey, upon seeing the movement in the undergrowth, fired a short burst, forcing Bennet to return to his original position.

“You can understand someone setting up a retirement plan, can’t you, Jago. I mean, you’re a private entity,” called Bennet.

“I can understand investment and financial planning, but not when it’s illegal and when lives are lost in the process. Do you realise how many of those people have life-changing injuries?”

“Yes, I do. And I am sorry for that. I didn’t know their plan fully. I just helped divert resources on the day.”

“But you took the money, and I bet you didn’t return it, did you?”

There was silence.

Jago signalled for Mikey to close in on Bennet as he continued, “By the way, Bennet, have you checked your account in the last couple of days?”

Mikey crept along the ground slowly, all the while maintaining a visual ahead in Bennet’s direction.

“What do you mean?” asked Bennet. “There’s no way you could access my accounts.”

“Really? Wait a second.”

Jago took out his mobile and read from the email Abi had sent him. “Account number 255938020, Cayman Atlas Banking, amount 9.2 million US dollars. Clydesdale Finance, Isle of Man, account number 733956791, 3.2 million US dollars. Need I go on?”

There was a long pause. “Okay, so you found the accounts, so what?”

“Oh, Bennet, you really don’t understand who you’re dealing with, do you? We’ve emptied your accounts for you – all of them.”

“No, you can’t have emptied them all. It’s not possible.”

“Well, that’s where you’re wrong. All that money has gone to the trust fund to help the injured people and the families of those who died in the massacre. How does it feel to have been so generous to such a good cause, Bennet?”

Bennet couldn’t believe his ears. His money all gone, everything he’d put his job and life on the line for wasted. Anger welled up inside him and he steadily rose to his feet and ran towards Jago’s voice. He fired into the foliage where he thought Jago’s voice had come from.

Jago appeared right of that position, taking careful aim at Bennet. Bennet redirected his firing towards Jago, who held his ground. Jago gently squeezed the trigger and fired a short burst, hitting Bennet directly in the chest. Simultaneously, Mikey fired a single round that thumped into the side of Bennet’s torso.

The force of the rounds impacting his body rotated Bennet awkwardly as he fell, and he came to rest, gasping beside the track. Jago and Mikey advanced. Bennet was still alive and grasping his pistol. Jago stomped on his hand and kicked away the pistol. He knelt down by Bennet, who stared at him.

“You helped destroy my life with Rebecca. For God’s sake, you accompanied me to the morgue, you sick bastard, and you helped those who hurt my friends and all of those other people. You are scum.”

Bennet tried to utter something but it was unintelligible.

“Save your words; we don’t want to hear them.” Jago turned. “Mikey, check the track, would you?”

“Sure,” replied Mikey without hesitation.

Jago withdrew his combat knife and plunged it upwards and diagonally under Bennet’s sternum, twisting it once until the blade was in up to the hilt. Bennet’s body tensed upon the blade’s impact and his face contorted in agony as Jago twisted and removed the steel. Jago wiped the blade on Bennet’s clothing.

Jago spoke in a low tone, “I’m going now, Benny. You’ve got what you deserved, as have the others, and now I will bury my Rebecca. I’m satisfied that you’re dead, or will be in, I don’t know, less than an hour maybe. Now I’m just going to take your pistol, mobile, keys, camera … oh, and your backpack. And then I’ll roll you over into the undergrowth a bit more and cover you up. We wouldn’t want any little do-gooders coming along and finding you, would we? I mean, if they whisked you off to hospital and saved you, that wouldn’t do at all. No, best to cover you up, and let you suffer and die in peace.”

Mikey returned to find Jago concealing Bennet.

“Is he dead?”

“No, not quite.”

“Aren’t we going to make sure before we go?”

“He’ll be dead soon enough with three bullets in him and a stab wound to the heart.”

Mikey was insistent: “I’d prefer to know for sure before we leave. Wouldn’t you?”

Jago moved to one side. “Be my guest, Mikey. He’s all yours.”

Jago didn’t think Mikey would do anything, but to his surprise Mikey stepped forward and shot Bennet in the back of the head twice.

“There, he’s dead now.”

“Do you feel better now?” Jago asked.

“I do, as a matter of fact. That bastard tried to have me killed more than once.”

They fully concealed Bennet’s body, and then gathered his gear and took it with them back to their vehicle.

“I want to see what it was on the camera that spooked Bennet at the river,” said Jago curiously as he opened the flip-out screen.

He flicked through some inconsequential images and then the last few taken.

“Look at these, Mikey.” He turned the screen towards Mikey.

“Bloody hell! These are of us transferring the bomb and then leaving the car and detonating it. Wait a minute – those last two are long-range shots of us arriving here and going out into the jungle. Who would have taken these?”

“I don’t know, but let’s go into the centre and get food while we figure this out. Bring your bag and pistol, just in case.”


Chapter 44

They grabbed food and drink and sat at a table near the window. The cafe was in an elevated position and overlooked the car park and surrounding area. They ate, drank and scanned the area for about twenty minutes.

Jago spotted something through his monocular. “There, on the east side. The black Land Rover. The guy in the tan clothing and with the green backpack.”

Mikey looked. “Who, the bloke in the dark Akubra?”

“In the what?”

“The hat, the dark Aussie hat.”

“Yes, that’s him. It’s the guy from the exchange. Come on, let’s see what he has to say.”

The pair left their food and headed towards their vehicle. By the time the man in the hat was reversing his Land Rover, Jago had parked across his rear. Mikey jumped out and ran to the passenger door. He peered in, pointing his silenced pistol at the man, who stared at him calmly.

“Australian security services. Don’t move.”

“I’m not going anywhere, Officer. Your partner has blocked my path,” replied the man in a soft voice.

Jago appeared at the driver’s door. He was slowly screwing the suppressor to his pistol. “Slowly put your hands on the dashboard.”

This the man did.

“Who are you?” asked Jago, taken by the man’s calmness in the situation.

“I don’t think that’s relevant, do you? What is relevant is that Captain Bennet has not yet emerged from the jungle pathway. I must therefore surmise that someone has dealt with him and he will not be returning at all. That leaves the both of you. I assume that you’re now taking Captain Bennet’s place?”

“You assume, do you?”

“Bennet’s payment structure. You will need to split it between the two of you. I will leave you to decide how you divide it amongst yourselves.”

“I see,” said Jago. “So you’re one of Marne’s organisers, are you? Bennet didn’t mention you. Mind you, he was in no fit state to say anything, was he, Mikey?”

“No, he was definitely in no fit state.”

The man smiled. “Oh well, the gladiators have won. I thought his days were numbered when you took out his team, and switched and detonated the bomb. That was a nice touch. It put him off his guard.”

“So, it was you who took the photos?” asked Jago.

“Yes, it’s a little hobby of mine.”

Mikey chipped in, “And how did you know how to find us, who we were, et cetera?”

“The late Captain Bennet briefed me a few days ago. He said you were both … how did he put it? A thorn in his side. He and I shared the location information from the tracker in your weapon. It was very useful.”

“So, what’s the offer?” asked Jago pointedly.

“We ask you for information or to make certain arrangements, and you get paid accordingly.”

“How is the level of payment decided? What’s the formula for the degree of complexity and risk?”

“Very good, Mr Jago, very good indeed. You have a business brain – unlike Captain Bennet, who just wanted more, more and more. He was an exceptionally greedy man, even by my standards.”

“When you say ‘make arrangements’, can you give us an example?”

The man looked as if he were searching for the words. “Ah yes, the operation near Perth. We needed resources to be diverted and protests arranged in mine areas to justify the change. We also needed to bypass security at some sites. Captain Bennet made all of that possible, and we paid him handsomely. You can get the same.”

Jago looked through the vehicle cab towards Mikey. “You know something, Mikey? I don’t think this man has got all the facts yet. What do you think?”

“I agree. I think he’s missing some key information.”

Jago changed his voice as he addressed the man. “You obviously don’t know Marne is dead, do you?”

“No, I didn’t know that. However, it doesn’t matter, as his wife is more than capable of continuing with our venture,” replied the man.

“Not anymore, she isn’t. She’s dead too, and so is Bryn. And to top the lot, whoever you think may be in charge now has no chance of succeeding.”

“May I ask why not?” asked the man indignantly.

“Because there’s no money. The accounts are empty and your organisation has ground to a halt. It no longer exists, and neither do you.”

The man’s eyes widened as Jago pulled the trigger, shooting him twice in the left side of his chest. The man slumped at the wheel, motionless.

Jago holstered his pistol and felt for signs of life. There were none. There was no movement save for the crimson trail that oozed from the pocket of his green shirt.

“Get what you can from that side, Mikey, and I’ll search him this side of the cab. Then we’ll check the rest of the vehicle.”

The two men expertly searched the vehicle.

“What did you find?” asked Mikey as he watched Jago unscrewing the lens on the camera that Bennet had swapped with the dead man.

“I’m not sure I’ve found anything of substance yet, to be honest. There may be some photos on here that will be of interest, but I’ll check those later. He’s got no identity docs.”

“And there are no vehicle documents, and no bags or anything. Shall we check his prints?”

“Yes, and we’ll take his photo to see what turns up on the database.”

Jago held the dead man’s head against the headrest while Mikey took a few shots of his face. Then Jago scanned the fingerprints, noticing that two fingers on the left hand had been badly injured at some stage.

Once they were done, they climbed into their vehicle, called the local TRG and left the area.


***




Mikey had just finished briefing the local and national authorities about the two bound agents, the explosion, Bennet and the body in the Land Rover.

They headed towards Cairns on the main highway and Mikey sat in silence, staring ahead out of the window.

“Are you all right, Mikey?”

Mikey snapped out of his state. “Yes, I’m fine. I was thinking about what we’ve been doing and how Shaza helped – you know, a kind of personal debrief. Do you do that?”

“I used to, but over the years I gradually stopped. I know what I did and why. I take intel and I learn from each situation, but I don’t dwell on it these days.”

“Oh, I see. It’s just that I don’t get to see many ops through like this one, being an intelligence officer.”

“For what it’s worth, Mikey, you did really well. I’d have you on my team any day.”

Mikey blushed. He knew Jago was a seasoned operator and that he’d just given him a gold star.

“Mikey, why don’t you and Shaza join the rest of my team in Mauritius as my guests for a few days? You deserve the break and it will be good for the both of you – you know, a different environment and all that.”

“That’s good of you. Are you sure, though?”

“I’m sure, and the guys won’t mind,” said Jago. “You’ll all get along well.”

“Okay, I’ll check with Shaza. But what about you? Are you going back out there?”

“I don’t know yet. They repatriated Rebecca’s body yesterday, so I’m going to meet her parents for the first time, and then I have the funeral to go to – that’s assuming that the coroner will release her body. I’ll decide what to do after that. But you’re both more than welcome to go over and enjoy yourselves. I’ll speak with Abi and send her these prints and photos, and I’ll get her to book the flights and a room, or rooms, at the hotel for you both. If Shaza can’t make it, why don’t you go alone? If she can, even better. The important thing, Mikey, is to live every day of your life like it was your last day on earth – don’t wait for anything or anyone.”

 

THE END
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