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  Dedication


  To my wife Nancy who was my inspiration before she passed away. She is always with me.


  Chapter 1


  Roger Pallister looked up at his visitor in his Federal Police office. He leaned back and sighed, ignoring the pile of papers on his desk. Colin Creswick, his second 2IC and the man who handled things others were not supposed to see or hear about, stood in his office door.


  “Shut the door, Colin, and take a seat.”


  “We have a problem?” Colin asked as he closed the door and took the seat offered.


  “Yes, next month, we are going to have that Muslim cleric visiting, and he is well known for inciting radical Muslims into joining ISIS.”


  “Mohamed Khasib. Yeah, he is becoming a major headache. What are we going to do about him?”


  “This conversation is not taking place,” Pallister said.


  “Shit, that bad, is it?”


  Pallister touched the ends of his fingers and paused. “The government won’t know about this, but we can’t have this person doing what he is doing.”


  “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”


  “Perhaps. I have a task for you.”


  “I’m all ears,” Colin said.


  Again, Pallister paused. “I want you to find three or four ex-military who have left the service in the last year. Preferably ones who served in Afghanistan. How soon can you do that?”


  “Give me a week, and I’ll get back to you.”


  Pallister nodded. “This is top priority, Colin. No one must know what you’re doing.”


  “I understand.” Colin departed, leaving Pallister to think about his orders. If this went wrong then the shit would hit the fan, and he might be out of a job—or worse.


  



  * * * *


  



  Almost a week later, Creswick came back with the information. He closed the office door and took a seat. Then he handed over some sheets of paper for Pallister to look at.


  “I found three, but there is a problem.”


  Pallister looked up. “Problem? What sort of a problem?”


  “Of the three, one now lives overseas, another lives in Darwin and is on a disability pension. It seems he lost a leg in the war.”


  “The third?”


  “He lives in Mansfield, Victoria, and works as a mechanic in a garage. His credentials are impressive.”


  Pallister ignored the first two and read the dossier on the other man.


  “Ex-SAS, twenty-five years old. Expert in small arms and explosives. Also worked as a sniper. Has won a decoration for bravery and left under unusual circumstances. What does that mean?”


  “It seems he hit a superior officer and was offered a release or a dishonourable discharge.”


  “And why did he hit the officer?”


  “There are a couple of reasons here. This officer didn’t get on with him. First, there was a conflict when the officer was trying to hit onto one of the female soldiers in the outfit. The man told him to lay off, or he will knock his block off—or something along those lines.”


  “Was the female this man’s girlfriend?”


  “No, more of a friend. She was distressed by the officer’s efforts, and the man wanted to get her some relief from the harassment.”


  “So he hit him?” said Pallister, reading further.


  “Not then. It came later.”


  “Why?”


  “The officer had it in for him, so he sent the man and another soldier on a suicide mission. The other soldier was the female.”


  “Go on,” said Pallister, listening carefully.


  “It seems they walked into a trap, and the female was killed. This man was furious and confronted the officer in front of his section. The officer grinned and told him it must have been his fault the female was killed. He should have looked after her better.”


  “And he blew his top?”


  “Yes, he hit the officer and broke his jaw. Later, he was made the offer to leave voluntarily or face a dishonourable discharge. The officer was thrown out. The man now lives alone in a tiny community. The whole Afghanistan operation left him disgusted with everyone, including the Army.”


  Pallister smiled. “He might just suit the purpose. You say he works as a mechanic.”


  “Yeah, he actually owns a small garage and works alone. Seems he wants no contact with anyone at this stage.”


  “I see. Is the garage profitable?”


  “Not sure. I think he gets by week to week.”


  “What’s his name?” Pallister asked.


  “Scott Peters. He’s pissed off with the world at the present time.”


  “And where does he live?”


  “I believe in quarters at the back of the garage. It’s in Mansfield in Victoria,” Colin stated.


  “Then you had better make him an offer he can’t refuse.”


  “How much do we go to?”


  “Say a thousand for one day’s work. That should tempt him if he’s short on funds.” Pallister seemed happy with the result. “Okay, I think you should pay him a visit. Lay it on thick—you know—for queen and country.”


  Creswick nodded and left the office.


  Chapter 2


  Scott Peters wiped his hands on a rag and turned to his customer. “There you are, Charlie. It’s running well and shouldn’t give you any more trouble.”


  “Thanks, Scott. Can I pay you next week? I’m a bit short at the moment.”


  “Sure, Charlie. I know what it’s like to be broke.”


  “At least I can start moving stock. Four days is a long time when you need the cash.”


  “Tell me about it,” said Scott good-naturedly.


  Charlie climbed into the truck and drove out of the garage. Scott grinned. He wasn’t making much money, but the locals were friendly and always had a cheery greeting.


  “Coffee time,” he said to himself and moved into a small kitchenette in the garage.


  He plugged in his kettle, placed some instant coffee in a mug, and waited for the water to boil. Sitting in his only chair, he watched the small amount of traffic flow past, then poured out the water into the mug. He was halfway through it when a stranger came into the garage.


  “Can I help you?” asked Scott, getting up from his chair.


  “Mr. Peters?”


  “That’s me. What can I do for you?”


  “My name is Colin Creswick. I work for the federal government.”


  “Shit, not the tax office, I hope.”


  Creswick smiled. “No. Can I ask you a few questions?”


  “I guess. What’s this all about?”


   Ignoring him, Creswick opened a file. “You were in the SAS and served in Afghanistan. Is that right?”


  Scott immediately frowned. “What of it?”


  “And you left under unusual circumstances. Is that correct?”


  “It seems you already know that. Why are you here?”


  Again, Creswick ignored the question. “I see the circumstances of your departure are clear enough.”


  “The prick deserved it.”


  “I agree. How would you like a day’s work with us?”


  “Work for the government? I don’t think so,” Scott said.


  “This is only one day’s work, but we need a man of your experience to act as a bodyguard.”


  “Again, no thanks.”


  Creswick stared at him for a few seconds. “Would a thousand dollars for one day’s work fit in with your schedule?”


  “Maybe. Tell me who I have to guard and why?”


  “In a few weeks’ time, a Middle Eastern cleric is visiting Australia. The government is not pleased. This man has a habit of recruiting young Muslims to go and fight for ISIS. If we stopped him from visiting, there would an outcry about freedom of speech. While he is here, he has to be protected as much as we hate to do it.”


  Scott frowned. “You have plenty of men to do this.”


  “We do, but I’m sure you can see the government’s embarrassment in protecting this person. We decided to hire people outside the agency for the job. If anything happened to him then we don’t want blame being put on us.”


  Scott smiled. He’d heard all this bullshit before. “You mean you want to cover your ass.”


  Creswick looked a little uncomfortable. “Something like that. Are you interested?”


  “For a thousand, I’d kiss your grandmother.”


  A relieved look came over Creswick’s face. “Great. I don’t expect anything to happen, but I know you’re well trained in small arms.” He reached into a briefcase and took out two guns. “Neither is loaded, but you can choose which one you want.”


  Scott picked each up and studied them. He checked the magazines and saw what Creswick said was correct. Neither was loaded.


  “Make a choice and you can return the gun after the job is done.”


  Scott looked at the Smith and Wesson and the Glock. “I’ll take the Smith and Wesson.” He handed back the other gun, which Creswick placed back into the briefcase.


  “Okay, here’s the details. The man’s name is Mohamed Khasib. He’s a cleric and has a huge following. He will be here to speak at an open-air rally in Canberra. It’s essential that he is well protected.”


  “How many other guards will there be?” Scott was a stickler to details when working with the Army.


  “Three others. You will be with him at all times while the others watch the crowd. You will have a watch radio to keep in contact with each other. Any questions?”


  “Yeah, you pay for my plane trip and meet me at the airfield with a car?”


  “Of course. It has already been arranged. You come the day before and leave the next day. He speaks on Friday the fifteenth, so you get there on the fourteenth. I suggest you overlook the platform from where he will be speaking.”


  “Okay, Send the plane ticket, and I’ll see you on the fourteenth.”


  “Right,” said Creswick, offering his hand. Scott shook it and watched him climb into his car and drive off.


  Scott had an uneasy feeling about this, but a thousand was a thousand. He had to accept.


  



  * * * *


  



  The plane ticket arrived, so he drove to Albury and left his car in the long-time car park and boarded the plane.


  Creswick met him in Canberra and took him to a hotel. “Once you’ve settled into your room, come down and meet the other guards.”


  Scott nodded and did as asked. When he entered the bar later and saw Creswick with three others, one of them made him hesitate.


  Creswick offered his hand and introduced Scott to the others. “Scott, this is Harry Fraser, John Murphy, and—”


  “I already know Ralph Pettigrew unfortunately.”


  “Peters,” Pettigrew said without much conviction.


  “Where did you meet?” asked Creswick, frowning.


  “We were in the Army together. He is the reason I left.”


  “Oh, well, I hope you can both put all that behind you.”


  “For one day, I suppose I can,” said Scott angrily.


  “Good, here is what is planned. Harry, John, and Ralph will mingle in the crowd during the presentation. Scott, you will be close to the cleric at all times. If there is any trouble, get him off the stage as quickly as possible.”


  “When do we meet him?” asked Scott, attending to detail.


  “An hour before the speech. He knows you will be protecting him.”


  “Are you expecting trouble?” asked Harry.


  “A few protestors will give him a serve, but probably that’s all. Anything else?” Creswick looked at the three then nodded. “Okay, be here at nine tomorrow morning. We pick him up at the airport and take him to the meeting.”


  Chapter 3


  Pipa Barret stretched her arms above her head, satisfied her lovemaking had been very pleasant. She wrapped the sheet around her naked body and stepped out of the bed.


  “Where are you going?” asked Greg Halpin.


  “To have a shower and get dressed. You want me to go to the office naked?”


  “Could raise a few eyebrows,” he said, grinning.


  “I’m sure it would, but my editor might complain.”


  “Hell, you’re their number one reporter. You can come and go as you please.”


  “I may be number one, but I’m there because I work hard. Fred knows that.”


  “How about staying for another round?” Greg lay back with his hands behind his head.


  “Three times this week is enough for anyone, including me. I have a story to finish.”


  “You’re a hard woman, Pipa Barret.”


  “I know. Now get yourself dressed and get out of here. I’ll ring you when I have a spare moment. You, more or less, live here anyway.”


  “Gee, thanks,” he said sarcastically. “I’ll check my diary.”


  “Perhaps you can fit me in early next week.” She smiled at his words.


  “I’ll check with my other girls. I should be able to free myself up.”


  “You do that. Better check with your boss, too. He likes to know where his detectives are.”


  Greg grinned. “He’s such a spoilsport. Okay, you convinced me. See you later.”


  He dressed and left while Pipa made herself a coffee. She gave him some thought after he closed the door.


  Getting involved with a detective, even a Federal Policeman was not always a good decision. She met him when she covered a murder case, and they hit it off straight away. Soon it was dinner and a few dates before she took him into her bed. He was a good lover, which was why she tolerated him. She had no illusions or ambitions about marriage or commitment, but the sex kept her satisfied. She never had any time for commitment anyway, so she thought things were good at the moment. He was also a good source of information on what was happening in the police and local crime.


  



  * * * *


  



  The situation with Pipa suited him well. He wanted no ties, even though she was quite an attractive woman of twenty-five, slim build, and the bluest eyes he had ever seen. The comments he got from work about him banging the hot shot reporter pleased him, and it did wonders for his ego. Pipa would be horrified if she heard, but he kept it to himself in case she dropped him. Not the sort of reputation a top reporter would want.


  He walked into the station and was called into his boss’ office. Inspector Hanson waved a finger at him when he arrived.


  “Something wrong, boss?” Greg asked.


  “Nothing serious. Tomorrow, there will be a Muslim cleric giving an open air talk, and there could be a problem. Your boss wants you on the job.”


  “He’s the prick who tries to recruit young Muslims to go and fight with ISIS, isn’t he?”


  “Yeah, there might be trouble with the crowd. The Muslim people will be there cheering, and the anti-Muslims will be there to throw insults. We don’t want a riot taking place. Contact the local police and take about ten police with you and try to calm things down.”


  “We have to protect him?” asked Greg, frowning.


  “No, they have their own bodyguards. Just try to keep the crowd under control.”


  “Okay, what time is the talk?”


  “It starts at twelve. Be there before that.”


  “Okay,” he said and left the office.


  Creswick got his attention.


  “Something wrong?” asked Greg.


  “Maybe. How would you like to earn half a million dollars?”


  Greg grinned. “Who do I have to kill?”


  “No one, but you have to obey orders and display ignorance.”


  “Tell me more.”


  His eyes opened wide as Creswick explained what he wanted.


  



  * * * *


  



  Pipa finished her typing and sent the article onto the editor. She sat back and took a breather.


  “I hear you’re covering this cleric tomorrow. How come you get all the good stories?” Jerry Harper grinned good-naturedly.


  “They only send the cream to cover stories like this.”


  “Like I said, how come they’re sending you?”


  She smiled at Jerry. The banter that flowed between them kept them both in a good mood. “Are you jealous?”


  He opened his hands. “No, you’re the best, love. I’m sure you’ll do a good job. You look happy this morning. Anything you want to tell me?”


  “I keep my private life private.”


  “Great, give my regards to Greg.”


  She looked sharply at him. “Greg who?”


  Jerry looked to the ceiling and walked away. Pipa frowned. How the hell did he know what she did in her time off?


  Fred Scarla gave her a wave, so she went to his office.


  “You wanted me, Fred?”


  “Just making sure you have this bloody cleric covered tomorrow.”


  “Yes, I’m good. There could be trouble when it starts.”


  “I know, that’s why I’m sending you. Better take a photographer with you, although the TV stations will be covering it.”


  “I’ll take Chris.”


  “Good, let me know if there is any trouble right away.”


  “Okay, anything else?” Pipa asked.


  “No, I know you will have it all under control.”


  Pipa smiled. Fred may have been her boss, but he was also her friend. She was grateful the way he looked after her. Being female held problems where ever she went, but he went on the quality of the stories she brought in and that made her grateful for the confidence he showed.


  



  * * * *


  



  Scott looked at the clock radio and climbed out of bed. He showered and dressed then checked his gun. Satisfied everything was okay, he made his way down to breakfast where he met up with the other bodyguards. He received a greeting from everyone except Pettigrew, but that was expected. They ate and were met by Creswick, who arrived an hour later.


  “Okay, we go to the airport to meet the plane. From there, we go to the venue in cars where you will check everything out. Don’t talk to anyone unless it’s unavoidable.”


  The trip to the airport took place, and they waited as the plane landed to be met by security guards. Scott studied the cleric, surprised to see he was only around forty years old. Slight, with a beard and a turban, the cleric appeared very confident in his bearing. Creswick introduced him to the men, and he only nodded. They entered the cars with Scott in the lead car with the cleric.


  “So you are to look after my safety,” he said, staring at Scott.


  “It would appear so.”


  “I can see you are not happy with the assignment. You do not approve of my methods.”


  Scott gave a short laugh. “Sending innocent kids out to die in some foreign land is not to my liking.”


  “I don’t, but you think foreign troops killing innocent civilians is?” the cleric asked.


  “No offense, but I’ve seen the shit your people hand out to their enemies. Women and children killed, people beheaded, girls raped. You think that is good policy?”


  “I know some of that happens, but casualties are obvious in war. Some think it’s the only way to free my country from the oppressors. Once they leave, things will settle down.”


  “We both know that is bullshit. Whoever gets in charge will kill the others. That’s the way of Islam.”


  “Islam is not like that at all. Our culture may be different from yours, but we believe in looking after our people.”


  “Then why do they say that anyone who doesn’t believe should die?” Scott asked.


  “It’s not my beliefs, but it does happen. I have had numerous arguments with my countrymen. Some are hard to convince. I’ll try to right the wrong things that happen.”


  “Pardon, but your women are treated like second-class citizens. They can be put into arranged marriages even when they’re children. Some countries won’t even let them drive. If they go out without a male escort, they can be stoned. Sounds like an ideal country.”


  “I know that happens in some of the countries, but things can’t change overnight. A country’s culture is hard to alter. Where did you serve?”


  “Afghanistan.”


  “Ah, the Taliban. It will take a long time to fix that.”


  “It will never be fixed. Not ideal, but some of the Middle Eastern countries are improving.”


  The cleric smiled. “So you see. Things can change.”


  Scoot scowled. “Look, I’m not here to listen to your bullshit, I’m here to protect you, and that’s what I’m going to do.”


  The cleric smiled and nodded. “I understand your views. Then I’m glad to hear it.”


  The rest of the trip was done without conversation. They arrived, and Khasib was taken into a large tent erected on the open area. Many chairs were placed in front of the dais, and every row was inspected before the gates were thrown open.


  Scott watched the people enter. Some carried signs insulting the man, while others shouted their approval. At least they were separated from each other. He noted the TV cameras set up at the back, and the press was admitted to the front. At last, after the introductions, the show began.


  Chapter 4


  Khasib entered the dais to thunderous applause and boos. Scott walked out with him and stood only two metres away, looking for trouble in the crowd. He certainly felt uneasy facing a hostile crowd. As soon as Khasib began speaking, the crowd erupted. Shouts of go home were heard, and suddenly people began climbing onto the dais. Scott grabbed him and pulled him back, but there were forty people all shouting and gathering around him. He heard a shot, and Khasib began to fall. Scott was horrified to see blood seeping from a chest wound. People gathered around him, and Creswick came from nowhere and grabbed his arm.


  “Get the fuck out of here. Disappear. I’ll contact you later.”


  “Who did this?” asked Scott, not understanding the events that happened so quickly.


  “How the hell would I know? Just disappear while I try to smooth this over.”


  Scott nodded and left the dais, not sure this was the right thing to do. Creswick seemed to know what he was talking about, but the repercussions were not good. Creswick was the boss, so Scott had to obey orders.


  Scott left the area and took a taxi back to the airport and flew to Albury. Then picked up his car from the long-term carpark and drove home. He was shocked as he listened to the radio. It was all about the assassination.


  “The Muslim clerk Mahomed Khasib was killed today when he was addressing a hostile crowd in Canberra,” the radio newscaster said. “A gun was found at the scene, and police are testing it for fingerprints. They hope to have a suspect soon.”


  That was quick.


  



  * * * *


  



  Pipa was seated in the second row when the bedlam began. “Get some photos, Chris,” she shouted above the noise.


  Then she heard the shot and saw the cleric fall amongst the many people standing on the dais. It was bedlam as people were shouting and gathering on the dais. Some were waving their arms and shouting, while others were kneeling over the fallen man. She saw Greg and ran to him.


  “What the hell just happened?” she asked, anxious to get the facts.


  “Some asshole just shot the cleric. He left his gun behind.”


  “Did anyone see who it was?”


  “No, at least we haven’t found any witnesses yet. The gun may give us a clue. The shit will hit the fan now.”


  “Who was supposed to be protecting him?’ She stared at him with many more questions to follow.


  “It wasn’t the government. Some security firm who hired the guards. They didn’t do a very good job.”


  “Can you tell me who they were?” She held her notebook ready.


  “Not yet. Can’t say any more until the investigation is complete.”


  “Okay, I have a story to write.”


  She left him and rushed back to the office. Fred was waiting for her.


  “Shit, did you see it?”


  “Yes, I was in the second row. A crowd ran onto the dais, and people were crowding around. I heard a shot, and things went wild. Chris got some photos.”


  “Good. Write up your story and get it to me pronto.”


  Pipa went to work and wrote an exciting piece about the events. She emphasized how a sadistic gutless gunman used bedlam to do his killing and how the country was horrified that such an event could occur here to a visiting cleric, no matter how unpopular he was. Photos were made, and the piece ran in the afternoon edition.


  



  * * * *


  



  Scott arrived home, still curious as to why Creswick had insisted he disappear. He thought it may have been that he didn’t want the security firm to come under suspicion. He turned on the TV and looked at the news.


  It was all over the airwaves. He even saw himself standing next to the cleric. All he could do was sleep on it and wait until he heard from Creswick. Next morning, he rose early and drove into town to get the morning newspaper and a coffee. He sat in a café, reading and drinking, and frowned. The story by a Pipa Barrett told of a gutless assassin who acted like a coward and used the bedlam to do his assassination. It said the police had found the weapon used and may soon have a suspect as fingerprints were found on the weapon.


  Stupid bastard. How could a professional killer be so careless to leave his fingerprints on the gun?


  He guessed he would soon be picked up if the fingerprints recorded who the man was. Finishing his coffee, he went to his car and drove back home. When he reached the corner of his street, he stopped. His house was surrounded by armed police all carrying automatic rifles. It looked like a swat team, and at least four cars were parked outside the garage. It took a few seconds before he realized what was going on. That gun they found was the other gun that Creswick gave him to choose. He handled it, so that’s how his fingerprints were on it. It would have been easy to trace him through Army records. He was being set up, and his anger started to rise. It stank of a conspiracy.


  Bastards. He was sure that he would be shoot at first sight, so it was no good protesting his innocence. Best to get out of there as quickly as he could then think how he was going to handle it.


  Scott drove towards the border of New South Wales and booked into a motel under another name. Once settled in for the day, he stayed indoors and watched the TV for updates. They didn’t show his face at this stage, but his identity was displayed. He watched an interview with journalist Pipa Barret, who saw the whole incident.


  “Miss Barret, you saw what happened at the assassination?”


  “Yes, I was seated in the second row and saw the whole thing.”


  “You saw this Scott Peters actually shoot this man?”


  “No, it was bedlam. It looked as though a diversion took place when people ran onto the dais. All I saw was the man falling to the ground after the shot was heard,” Pipa said.


  “So you didn’t actually see Peters shoot the cleric?”


  “No, he was standing alongside him, but the number of people rushing onto the dais made it impossible to actually see him shoot the man.”


  “Then how can you be sure it was him?” the reporter asked.


  “The police found the gun, and his fingerprints were all over it. He must have dropped it in his effort to get away.”


  “You have seen many episodes of violence in your profession. What do you think about Peters?”


  “These killers are gutless and cowards. It’s unfortunate we have people like that in our society.”


  “Did you know he was in the SAS and was decorated for bravery in Afghanistan?” the reporter asked her.


  “I did hear that, but he was also given his marching orders or face a dishonourable discharge. Looks like he found another way to make a living.”


  “As yet, the police have not apprehended him. How long do you think he will be at large?”


  “Hard to say with cowards. I suppose he will be trying to get out of the country now his identity is known.”


  “I understand you have a good relationship with the police.”


  Pipa nodded. “That’s correct. Both federal and local. I respect everything they do, and I’m sure they will soon catch up with this Peters.”


  “Thank you, Miss Barret.”


  The rest of the program was taken up with details and other interviews. Scott shut down the TV in disgust.


  So I’m a gutless coward who is fleeing the county. We’ll see, Miss Barret, we’ll see.


  Chapter 5


  Pipa looked with satisfaction at the interview. Nothing had happened at this stage, so she rang Greg for an update.


  “Yeah,” he said when he answered.


  “It’s me. Any more info?”


  “Hi, Me, nothing as yet. He was not at his garage, so it looks like he’s on the run. Don’t worry. As soon as we nab him, I’ll let you know. Are we on tonight?”


  “Not tonight. I have more research to do on this Peters. It looks like he is a dangerous character.”


  “Yeah, scum bags usually are. Talk to you later. I have work to do as well.”


  She replaced the phone and turned on her computer. A search yielded information on what the SAS did and what they had accomplished. No names were given for obvious reasons, but she was impressed with what she learnt. She did a search for Scott Peters, but nothing came up. Why would a soldier who had a bravery award stoop to such a disgusting action?


  I guess more information will come up once he is caught. She sat back and frowned. Something just didn’t sit right.


  She looked at her watch after an exhausting day. Time to go home and relax.


  



  * * * *


  



  Once home, she parked her car in the driveway, and gathered a few groceries she had bought on the way home. With an armful, she let herself into her home and closed the door with her foot. She turned on the hall light and carried the parcels into her kitchen. Fear grabbed her heart when she saw Scott sitting at her kitchen table. A gun rested on the table.


  “Who are you and what do you want?” She tried hard not to show her fear.


  “I’m that coward gutless scumbag you’ve been writing about.”


  “You’re Scott Peters.”


  “You got it in one,” he said.


  “Again, what do you want?”


  “A cup of coffee will do for a start. Then we have to talk.”


  “You’re not here to kill me?”


  “Now why would I want to do that?” He gave a half smile.


  “Maybe because you didn’t like what I wrote.”


  He watched her as she turned on the electric jug and reached for two coffee mugs. “You only write what the establishment wants you to write. I understand that.”


  That didn’t sit well. “You think I’m a stooge for the government.”


  “I sure hope not because I’m wasting my time being here if you are.”


  “Then why do you think I am?” she asked.


  “Where did you get your information?”


  She turned off the jug and poured out two coffees. “I was there, and my boyfriend gave me some information.”


  “And your boyfriend is—”


  “His name is Greg Halpin. He’s a detective with the Federal Police.”


  “I see. Is he likely to come here tonight?”


  “He wanted to, but I told him I had work to do. Now what’s this all about?”


  “I came here because you’re a good investigating reporter. What I am about to tell you is up to you whether you believe it or not.”


  Pipa sat opposite him, frowning. “Go on.”


  “Before I do, I want your trust.” He pushed the gun to Pipa. “It’s loaded.”


  “Why are you giving me this?”


  “I’ll explain. Pick it up and study it.”


  “I hate guns.”


  “Yeah, but just do as I say.”


  She tentatively picked up the gun and pointed it at him. “I could shoot you.”


  “Yeah, but after we talk, if you don’t believe me, then you have my permission.


  “Okay, I’ve picked it up. What now?”


  “If this gun was used to kill someone, the police would arrest you because they would have your fingerprints.”


  “Are you saying that’s what happened?” Pipa asked.


  “Okay, here’s the story. A year ago, I was a member of the SAS. My officer wanted to get rid of me because I was stopping him harassing a fellow soldier. She came to me for advice. I told him to lay off as she didn’t need sexual harassment in this job.”


  “So you were looking after a friend. Was she a lover?”


  “No, just a close friend. He arranged for the two of us to try to infiltrate the Taliban in a secluded hut in the mountains. It was a suicide mission, and we both knew it. As expected, we walked straight into a trap. They were waiting for us.”


  “What happened?” she asked, now interested.


  “My friend was killed. Luckily, I escaped in the darkness. When I got back, I called him out in front of the group. He sneered and said I should have taken care of her. The whole group knew what an asshole he was, but I couldn’t help myself. I hit him and broke his jaw. A court martial gave me an option. Leave quietly or get a dishonourable discharge.”


  “So you left quietly. What happened to the officer?”


  “He got the same option.”


  Pipa stared at him. “I tried to look you up on the Internet.”


  “And found nothing. The Army doesn’t like details like that about the SAS being made public.


  “Okay, what has this got to do with the assassination?”


  “I left the army and bought a small garage in Mansfield in Victoria. Not a great business, but I wanted a quiet life to get away from all that shit. I made enough to get by but no fortune. A week ago, a man named Colin Creswick paid me a visit. He offered me a job for one day to act as a guard for this cleric. At first, I wasn’t interested, but he offered me a thousand dollars for a day’s work.”


  “He was a private citizen?”


  “No, he worked for the government. He said the government didn’t really want this man here but had to make some sort of effort to protect him. They gave the job to a private firm. Me and three others were hired, and guess what, one of them was this officer I told you about. They were told to mingle with the crowd, while I was to stand alongside the cleric.”


  “So?”


  “Creswick offered me a choice of two guns. I looked at them both and gave back the one I didn’t think suitable. That was the murder weapon.”


  “Hell, then he had the murder weapon,” Pipa said.


  “Yeah, it’s beginning to fit. Some crazy ex-soldier, who served in Afghanistan and didn’t like Muslims, assassinated him while he was on the dais. As soon as the crowd began to invade the stage, I tried to protect him. I heard a shot and saw him fall. Then there were forty people all standing around. Creswick came to me and told me to disappear. He said he would be in contact soon.”


  “And he didn’t ring?”


  “No, I went straight home and slept the night in Mansfield. Got up next morning and turned on the TV. That’s when I saw you being interviewed. Nothing was said to implicate me except they found a gun and were checking it out for fingerprints. I decided to go into town, buy a paper, and have a coffee. Things started to fall into place, so I drove back to my garage. When I saw cop cars and armed police running into my home, I realised I was a patsy for something more sinister.”


  “It sounds like a Hemingway story.”


  “So you don’t believe me. It was worth a try. Sorry to have bothered you. I must be going.” He rose from his chair and placed his coffee mug on the table.


  “Wait,” she said as he was about to leave. “I didn’t say you were lying. I thought it strange that an experienced soldier would leave the murder weapon behind with his fingerprints on it.”


  He hesitated. “So you do believe me?”


  “Call me crazy, but yes. I don’t think the police will.”


  “All I can do now is ask you to investigate. Look up Creswick and a man named Ralph Pettigrew.”


  “Who’s he?”


  “The officer I mentioned. He could be in cahoots with Creswick. I wouldn’t surprise me if he was the one who gunned the cleric down.”


  Pipa paused. “You think he would see this as a chance to get back at you?”


  “Yeah, why else would Creswick hire him?”


  “It all fits. Okay, I believe you. Where are you staying?”


  “Haven’t found anywhere yet. Can’t show my face around.”


  “I could offer you a bed here, but my boyfriend comes here and often stays the night. He might shoot you on sight.”


  “Him and every other cop on the beat.”


  Pipa picked up a sheet of paper and wrote an address on it. “This is the apartment of a friend of mine who is overseas at the moment. She will be away for twelve months and asked me to keep an eye on her flat.” She reached into her purse and handed him a key. “Stay there until you hear from me.”


  He frowned. “You know, of course, you can get into a lot of trouble harbouring a criminal.”


  “I know, but I’m an investigating reporter and I think there is a big story here.”


  Scott frowned again. “Don’t let on what you are doing. If these people know about it, then you could be in danger, too.”


  “Why do you care?” Pipa asked.


  “Apart from being very beautiful, you’re a first-class reporter. I know there are dangers associated with it and don’t want to be responsible for you being hurt.”


  “So you can bullshit as well as other men.”


  “No bullshit intended. Thanks for helping.”


  “Okay, if the phone rings, let it ring out,” Pipa instructed. “When it rings again, it will be me.”


  He took the key and address. “What about your boyfriend?”


  “I can handle him. He won’t know.”


  “You don’t have to do this, but I’m grateful.”


  “So you should be. Are you armed?”


  “Still got the other gun he gave me and the one you handled. I haven’t fired it, if that’s what you’re asking.”


  She offered him her hand. “I’ll see what I can do. I think the fridge has food in it, but if not, I’ll bring some. I have to tell you, I will research your background. I don’t take anything for granted in a case like this.”


  “Thank you again. I’d better go.”


  “Make sure no one sees you.”


  He nodded and let himself out. Pipa sat down, thinking about her next step.


  Chapter 6


  Pipa made a few notes as to her next step. She was seriously investigating Scott’s background before she was a hundred percent sure he was telling the truth. She rang Greg and waited.


  “Hi, gorgeous, what’s happening?”


  “I have to tell you I will be away for a couple of days to do some research. I’ll ring you when I get back.”


  “You mean I’ll have to be a virgin for two whole days.”


  “Funny,” she said, smiling. “Watch some porno.”


  He laughed. “Okay. I’ll see you when you get back.”


  She hung up and drove to Mansfield some four hours away. When she arrived, she tried to find people who knew Scott. She was surprised at how many she found. Most had the same message: good bloke, honest, friendly, but a loner. Then she went to his garage to find it all locked up. The locals couldn’t believe he was a sadistic killer. It just wasn’t him. She couldn’t see the point of delving further here, so she decided to drive back home. At least Greg will be happy.


   He had a key to her place, so she would give him a ring as soon as she arrived home. She smiled when she saw his car parked outside, so she opened the door and went in. Strangely, he was nowhere to be seen. She headed for her bedroom to take off her coat and freshen up. The sounds made her pause. She had made the same sounds herself in the throngs of a passionate lovemaking. A heavy frown spread over her face when she slowly opened the door and gasped.


  Some girl was sitting naked on Greg, who was in a similar state of undress. The girl threw her head to the ceiling in her pleasure, then turned her head to see Pipa staring at them.


  “Greg,” she said, startled.


  “Keep going, sweetheart, almost there.”


  Pipa was furious. “And when you do, you can give me back my key, pick up your clothes, and don’t come back. Take this slut with you.”


  His face said it all. “Pipa, you said it would be two nights.”


  “I finished early. Now get out and never come back again.”


  “Look, this doesn’t mean anything. It’s you I care about.”


  “I can see how much you care, you bastard. I suppose you’ve been screwing her for a while?”


  The girl looked down embarrassed. “We’re in love.”


  “Then do your lovemaking somewhere else. Out, both of you.”


  The girl hastily dressed and ran to the door.


  Greg put on his clothes and smiled at Pipa. “I’ll give you a ring later, and we can sort this mess out.”


  Pipa almost snarled t him. “It’s already sorted. Now get out and don’t bother ringing me or contacting me. I’ve been a fool to ever believe in you.”


  Head down, he slunk out the door.


  “Leave the key on the bench.”


  She watched as he did that and then left the house.


  That ends a perfect day. She sat down with tears in her eyes.


  



  * * * *


  



  Next day, Pipa went shopping. She soon filled a bag with groceries and headed to where Scott was hiding. She tapped on the door, and he opened it immediately.


  “I see you found it.” She walked straight in and placed the bag of groceries on the kitchen table. She looked around and noted the place was not a mess. “Had the maid in?” she asked sarcastically.


  “Old Army training. You brought some food.”


  “Groceries. I suppose you have to eat.”


  He showed his appreciation. “Thanks, very thoughtful.”


  “Yeah, I did some research on you in Mansfield. It seems you’re popular there.”


  That made him look brighter. “Does this mean you will help?”


  “Maybe, there’s more work to do.”


  “I gather you haven’t told your boyfriend about where I am.”


  “Ex-boyfriend and no,” Pipa said.


  “Oops, sorry. None of my business.”


  “You’re right there, but it was a shock.”


  “You mean he dumped you. He must be crazy.”


  “Thanks for the compliment, but I dumped him. I came home and found him in my bed, humping a blonde. Both naked. I think he was doing that for a while. He doesn’t see it as a big deal.”


  “Some blokes are assholes. You’re better off without him.”


  “Out of sight, out of mind. Now about your case. I may be wrong, but this doesn’t sit right. I can understand the government not liking this cleric, but to have him assassinated goes against everything this country stands for.”


  “I’ve been thinking the same thing. It may be just a rogue agent who took things into his own hands.”


  She frowned. “I think there’s more to it than that. There are more people involved apart from this Creswick. It must have taken a bit of planning to set you up.”


  “You think the CIA are possible suspects?” Scott asked.


  “No, it’s someone else. The CIA could have taken him out any time.”


  Her phone buzzed, and she looked at the caller. It was Greg, so she turned the call off and gave her attention back to Scott. Almost straight away, there was a text message.


  We have to talk, Greg.


  Pipa typed back. What part of don’t contact me do you not understand?


  She resumed her conversation. “Look, I’m going to talk to my boss about this. I won’t say where you are, but he’s a good guy and is always looking for a sensational story.”


  “Be careful. If the cops hear about it, you could be in trouble harbouring a criminal.”


  “I know. Greg may be looking for revenge and a promotion.”


  “Okay, talk to your boss, and I’ll try and think what else we should know.”


  She smiled. He did relieve the hurt she felt and seemed respectful.


  



  * * * *


  



  Fred Scarla looked up when Pipa entered his office. “What’s happening? Have they caught this killer yet?”


  She closed the door and sat down. “How would you like a story that will blow you away?”


  He grinned. “You’re getting married.”


  She smiled at his sense of humour. “That episode is over with. This is a huge cover-up by people in high places. If it comes out, heads will roll.”


  He leaned back in his chair and touched his fingers. “Tell me more.”


  “It’s about the assassination. Scott Peters is innocent. He was set up.”


  That got his attention. “You’ve been talking to him?”


  “Yes, he found me. I did some research on him, and something isn’t right.”


  “Where is he now?”


  “Can’t tell you that yet, but listen to what I have to say and make up your own mind.”


  “Don’t I always?”


  He sat back as she told him what she had found.


  “So that’s how his fingerprints were on the gun?”


  “Yes.” Pipa said. “Doesn’t it seem strange that a professional would be so careless as to leaving his weapon behind?”


  “Unless he was an amateur.”


  “This Creswick is no amateur. It took brains and effort to set this up and look for a stooge who had been in Afghanistan and had military experience.”


  Fred nodded. “What you say makes sense. What do you want to do?”


  “Have a chat with this Creswick while you use the resources of the paper to see if this cleric had any enemies back home.”


  “What are you going to say to Creswick?”


  “Just ask a few questions without being too obvious. How well does he know Peters and where did the weapon come from?”


  Fred frowned at her words. “Be very careful. If he thinks you’re digging, he may see to it you have an accident if he’s involved as you say he is.”


  “He will know what I’m like. I’ll try and make him think I’m on his side. Can you dig around?”


  “I’ll get on it straight away.”


  Back in her office, Pipa rang the Federal Police and asked to speak to Creswick.


  “Who?”


  “Colin Creswick. He works for you.”


  There was a deep pause. “Just a moment, please, while I talk to my superior.”


  A few moments later, another voice answered. “This is Roger Pallister. How can I help you?”


  “This is Pipa Barret of the Canberra Chronicle. I would like to have a few words with Colin Creswick.”


  “Concerning what?”


  “Concerning the assassination of the Muslim cleric. I just want to clear up a few things concerning the incident. We want to see this killer brought to justice.”


  “Of course as do we all. Mr Creswick is tied up for a few hours with work. Maybe you can meet him this afternoon here in the office.”


  “Great, will three o’clock suit?”


  “Yes, I’ll see he is available.”


  After hanging up, Pipa looked at her phone.


  Hmm, first they imply they don’t know who he is, then I talk to the big boss and he sets up a meeting. This could be interesting.


  



  * * * *


  



  As soon as she left, Pallister rang Creswick. “Get in here, we might have a problem.”


  Creswick arrived quickly and sat down.


  “There was a reporter on the phone who wants to have an interview with you. She said she has some questions to ask.”


  Creswick frowned at this news. “You think she is suspicious?”


  “Don’t know. She said she just wants to clear a few things up so this killer can be brought to justice quickly. She is Pipa Barrett, that hardnosed reporter from the Chronicle.”


  “I’ve heard of her. She digs deeply into things that normally would be passed over.”


  “Better talk to her. We can’t seem to be avoiding information. It might get her back up even more.”


  



  * * * *


  



  She arrived at three sharp and was shown into Creswick’s office. He stood and greeted her with a handshake. His smile reminded her of a used car salesman.


  He offered her a seat. “Miss Barrett, I’ve read some of your stories. How can I help you?”


  “I’m sure you have everything under control, Mr. Creswick, but there a few little things that didn’t sit well.”


  “Of course, anything I can do to help you.”


  Pipa took out her notepad and looked business-like. “Do you know where this man got the gun from?”


  “No, not yet. He was military, so he may have sources.” Creswick seemed confident.


  “What puzzles me is that he sounds like a professional, but why would he leave the gun behind with his fingerprints all over it?”


  Creswick looked puzzled. “That occurred to us, too. We think he might have panicked in his hurry to get away. Maybe it was knocked out of his hand.”


  “I see. I was told that he was hired by a private firm to protect the cleric. Can you confirm that?”


  “So I heard, but you had better speak with the Federal Police detective in charge of the case. His name is Detective Greg Halpin.”


  “I will. Judging by his service record, the man doesn’t seem the type to panic. It just seems strange.”


  Creswick gave her a half-hearted grin. “Under pressure, people do all sorts of things. The evidence is strong.”


  Pipa bit her lip. “Yes, it seems so. You have never met this Peters man at all?”


  “No, I had no reason to see him. Anything else?” He seemed anxious to get rid of her.


  “No, that’s all I need to know. Thank you for the help.”


  He rose with his hand extended, and his fake smile returned. “Any time, Miss Barret.”


  She put her notebook away and left Creswick’s office. Liar.


  Chapter 7


  Pipa returned to her office and spoke to Fred as soon as he arrived.


  “How did it go?” he asked, touching the tips of his fingers while looking at her.


  “He’s a liar and said he had never met Scott Peters. Why would he say that unless he wanted to hide meeting him?


  “I think you’re right. I did some digging on Creswick. Early in the year, he made a visit to Afghanistan under the cloak of investigating. It seems he met up with one of the Taliban leaders. Don’t know what was said, but it does make you think. It seems Khasib was at odds with some of the Taliban. He had enemies over there.”


  “Who did Creswick meet and when?”


  Fred leaned back. “I’ll give you the details when you get back.”


  “Get back? Where am I going?”


  “Your boyfriend is giving a press conference as to where they are in the investigating.”


  She tightened her lips. “Ex-boyfriend. When?”


  Fred looked at his watch. “You have twenty minutes to get there.”


  “Shit, “said Pipa, looking at her watch. She rushed out of the office.


  She arrived just as the meeting began. There were at least twenty journalists there, some from Sydney and some from Melbourne.


  Greg came to the microphone, and everyone fell into silence.


  “Good afternoon, everyone. My inspector has asked me to keep you up to date on where we are with the investigation. At the moment, we have been unable to find this killer Scott Peters. He seems to be hiding out quite well, but he will make a mistake soon. Then we pounce.”


  Hands went up for questions and Pipa lifted her hand.


  “Yes, Miss Barret.”


  “Apart from the fingerprints, what other evidence do you have to make you think this man is guilty?”


  “He was employed as part of the security for the cleric and had the perfect opportunity to kill him. Once the disturbance started, he had ample time to shoot him. He mysteriously disappeared after the shooting.”


  “And do you know how the disturbance started?”


  “We think it was planned from the start.”


  “So there were others involved with this conspiracy,” Pipa said.


  “That hasn’t been established yet, but the facts are obvious.”


  “Detective, if you showed me a gun and I handled it then gave it back, my fingerprints would be on it. If the same gun was used to shoot this man and thrown on the floor, you would arrest me. Is that the way it works?”


  Greg glared at her. “Are you suggesting that this man was set up? If you were in the military, you would become a prime suspect. I’m sure once we arrest him, the facts will emerge.”


  “If he was a professional, why would he be so careless as to leave the gun behind?”


  Greg ignored her question and looked at the other journalists who wanted to be heard.


  Others put their hands up and asked further questions that Greg parried. Pipa left the meeting and returned to the office.


  Fred raised an eyebrow.


  “Convicted without a trial. This is beginning to stink.”


  “Then write it up with your suspicions, and we sit back and wait.”


  Pipa smiled and went to her desk and wrote her article. It said the police seemed to be inept basing their evidence on fingerprints only. She said the same thing she asked Greg. It would be easy to get someone’s fingerprints on a weapon. It hit the headlines next morning with the headline: Killer or Patsy?


  At ten, Greg rang the office. Pipa smiled when she saw who it was.


  “Yes?”


  “What the hell do you think you are doing? Everyone knows this bloke is a killer.”


  “I don’t think he is. Are you getting pressure from above to clean this case up with a patsy?”


  “Why do you say that? His fingerprints were all over the gun.”


  “And I told you how that could happen,” Pipa argued.


  “Is this revenge?”


  “No, it’s facts. If you are the detective you think you are, you would see through it, too. Take off the blinders and look again.”


  “Look, how about we meet and sort out our problem?”


  “Will you bring your whore with you?”


  “Okay, it was a mistake, but everyone deserves a second chance.”


  “If it was one, maybe, but it’s not, is it? We’re done, and don’t ring me again unless it’s about the case.”


  She slammed down the receiver and tried to ignore him.


  Pipa rang Scott, let it ring three times, hung up, then rang again.


  “Did you see the police report on the TV?”


  “Yeah, thanks for that. I don’t think the ex-looked very happy with the questions.”


  “He wasn’t. He rang me this morning asking what the hell was I doing.”


  Scott laughed. “Pleading for forgiveness, I presume.”


  “Yes, he wanted a meeting to sort it out.”


  “And you said?”


  “If he brings his whore, we might talk. He asked for a second chance.”


  “And?”


  “I told him if it was a once-only, then I would have thought about it, but he’s been banging her for months. I hope he got the message.”


  “Smart girl.”


  “I need to come over. There’s some more information I’ve found out.”


  “Okay. It’s getting very boring here by myself.”


  



  * * * *


  



  As soon as she arrived, Scott opened the door, and she quickly entered.


  “Welcome to my abode,” he said grinning. “Coffee?”


  “Yes. We have a lot to talk about.”


   He nodded and made the coffee then sat down opposite her to listen.


  Pipa actually looked forward to seeing him. He was tall, broad shoulders, dark hair, and the greyest eyes she had seen in a long time. Seeing him was no burden.


  “Before you begin, I want to thank you for what you’re doing. I’d be in all sorts of trouble without you.”


  “I know, but what I’m learning is making it all worthwhile.”


  He leaned back in his chair, happy with her words. “Okay, go ahead.”


  She paused and took out her notebook. “Do you a man named Ohma Abas?”


  “Only that he is a butcher in Afghanistan. Why?”


  “My paper did a background check on Creswick while I was interviewing him. It seems he made a couple of trips to Afghanistan in the last twelve months. Guess who he met there?”


  “Shit, Abas?”


  “Yes. Now why would he bother to meet with this person who is an enemy?”


  “I do know that the relationships among some of the Muslims are not always cordial. In fact, some of them hate each other.”


  “Enough to eliminate a rival?”


  “We have our own assholes here, so it is not surprising to consider this.”


  “I asked Creswick if he had ever met you. He lied and said no.”


  “Figures. He wouldn’t want anything to lead back to him.”


  “If they wanted to get rid of the cleric then why didn’t they do it over there?”


  Scott pondered the question. “Maybe it would create more tension between the Taliban. If he was executed in Australia by an Australian, they would howl outrage. It would suit their purpose to get more soldiers who want to take out the infidels. They would blame it all on America. Maybe done by a CIA agent pretending it was the Australians.”


  “This gets deeper and deeper. What would Creswick and his cronies get out of it?”


  “Perhaps a large sum of money. A few million dollars might get their attention.”


  She thought about this. “You could be right. I will try to investigate if large sums of money have been transferred.”


  “Who is Creswick’s boss?” Scott asked.


  “Roger Pallister. Nothing gets past him without his approval.”


  Scott seemed to think about that. “There had to be more than one involved in this. Pallister might need investigating as well.”


  “I had such a thought. What do you think about me talking to Greg? I think he’s honest even though he cheats.”


  “Sounds dangerous for both of us. Is it worth the risk, providing you don’t tell him where I am?”


  “Let me investigate the money first. Then we might think about it some more.”


  He paused. “Can you do me another favour?”


  She looked at him as he frowned. “Not what I think you mean?”


  He grinned. “Not that, but it might be fantastic.”


  “What then?”


  “See if you can find the address of Ralph Pettigrew. I might have a word with him.”


  “Why him?”


  “He was working as a guard at the meeting, and he hates my guts. I wouldn’t put it past him if he was the shooter.”


  “You’re not thinking of killing him, are you?”


  He laughed. “You still think I’m a sadistic killer. I just want to talk to him.”


  “Okay, if I can find out, I’ll ring you.”


  Chapter 8


  Pipa called in a favour from one of the paper’s journalists in Afghanistan. Rory Christian had worked there for the last five years and had many contacts. A man of fifty years of age, but a man who could ferret out almost anything. He often faced danger, but he was a person like Pipa. He had ways of finding out any information. He listened patiently as Pipa spoke.


  “Hi, Rory, how are things?”


  “Pipa. If you are ringing me then you’re after some information. Is that right?”


  She laughed. “You know me so well. I have a problem that I can’t let go.”


  “Nothing surprises me. Okay, go ahead.”


  “You heard about the assassination of Mohamed Khasib?”


  “Yeah, it did raise a few eyebrows even over here. The Taliban are furious. What has this got to do with me?”


  “It stinks of a conspiracy to me, and I’m trying to delve a little deeper.”


  “Now why am I not surprised?”


  “The police are looking for a man named Scott Peters because they found the murder weapon with his fingerprints all over it.”


  “Sounds like an open and shut case.”


  “I thought so, too, but I’ve spoken to this Peters. He says one of the Federal Police asked him to protect the cleric. The officer offered him two guns to look at and make a choice. He took one and handed the other back. Guess what? The one he handed back was the murder weapon.”


  She heard a snigger. “I can see why you are suspicious.”


  Pipa smiled. This man was exactly like her. He questioned everything.


  “I had an interview with the Federal Policeman named Creswick, and he said he had never met Peters. That showed me he was a liar. Peters and I think there is more to this than just the killing. We think there might be some money involved to set up the killing.”


  “Sounds likely,” Rory said.


  “I had Creswick investigated, and, in the last year, he had two visits to Afghanistan to meet Ohma Abas.”


  “Hell, he’s almost as notorious as Bin Laden. Why is a Federal Policeman talking to him?”


  “My thoughts, too. What I would like to ask you is can you fish around and see if large sums of money have been transferred to Australia? It probably won’t name Creswick, but anything unusual would be a help.”


   “I have a few contacts. Give me a couple of days and I’ll get back to you.”


  “Thanks, Rory. I’ll buy you dinner when you eventually get back.”


  “Only dinner? Oh, I forgot, you have a partner, don’t you?”


  “Not any longer. See you, Rory.”


  She then got onto finding out where Ralph Pettigrew lived. It only took her an hour, so she took the information to Scott. She knocked in a way he would recognise, and he opened the door and admitted her.


  “You’ve learnt something,” he asked anxiously.


  “Maybe. I have a friend in Afghanistan who is going to do some digging for me about large sums of money transferred to Australia.”


  “It won’t show the money going to Creswick. He’s not stupid.”


  “I know. We just have to wait until I hear back. Here’s Pettigrew’s address, providing you won’t kill him.”


  “Have you no faith, Pipa? I’m as gentle as a lamb.”


  “You were a sniper in Afghanistan. You weren’t shooting rabbits.”


  He crossed his heart. “I promise.”


  Reluctantly, she handed him the address, which he folded and put in his pocket.


  “Coffee?”


  “Might as well. If the police find you, it could be the last.”


  “I love a pessimist.” He made the coffee and handed her the cup.


  They sat staring at each other.


  “What?” she said, feeling a little uncomfortable? She could see he was uncomfortable, too.


  “I just can’t understand how someone a beautiful as you can be a hotshot newspaper reporter.”


  “Is this where you try to get me into bed?”


  “No, but maybe after all this is settled, we might go to dinner one night.”


  She took a sip. The suggestion interested her. “As friends?”


  “What else?” He sat grinning at her, and her gaze never left him. “I understand you might have trouble trusting any man after lover boy was discovered.”


  She changed the subject instantly. “Let’s leave my feelings out of this. Do you have a girlfriend in the past?”


  His mood changed. “I had a wife once. We married young, but after only a year, she developed leukaemia and died. Never chased anyone after that, and being in the Army limited my choices.”


  “Sorry, I didn’t know.” She felt embarrassed as he told her.


  “Shit happens all the time. I was only twenty-one, and she was twenty. I got over it eventually.”


  “And you loved her?” Pipa asked.


  “Deeply. That’s why I stopped Pettigrew from harassing the female soldier friend.”


  “Looks like I’m learning all sorts of things about you. Maybe you’re not a cold-blooded, gutless killer.”


  “Don’t worry, I don’t intend to live the life of a monk. Once this is over, I might look around.”


  She smiled. “Which is why the invitation for dinner?”


  He shrugged. “You can’t blame me for trying. I won’t step over the line.”


  “Like you, it will take me a while to get over Greg. Trusting is like spilling mercury. Darned hard to pick up.”


  “Okay, thanks for the help. I might go and talk to Pettigrew tonight.”


  She paused. “Be careful. The cops are still looking everywhere for you.”


  “And if I am caught, I have never seen you or spoken to you. Deal?”


  “That might be hard to hide. I told people I have spoken to you over the phone but can’t work out where you are hiding.”


  “We’ll work something out later.”


  She nodded and took the cup to the sink, washed it out, and left.


  



  * * * *


  



  Pettigrew was sitting watching TV when he heard the knock on the door. Casually, he walked to it and opened it to see a gun pointed in his face. “Peters?” He gasped in shock.


  “Hello, Ralph. We need to have a talk.”


  “What do you want?” he managed to gasp.


  Scott pushed him back into the house. “A few facts of what happened to the cleric.”


  Pettigrew drew in a deep breath. “All I know is that you shot him.”


  “I haven’t got time for bullshit. I think it was you who shot him. Did Creswick give you the gun?”


  “Don’t know what you are talking about.”


  “I promised someone I wouldn’t kill you but didn’t promise not to shoot you in the knee, the arm, or the leg. Which knee should we start with?” Scott lowered the gun and aimed at Pettigrew’s knee.


  “Wait, it was Creswick. If I didn’t do as he said, he would kill me.”


  “What about the other two?”


  “They were supposed to start the disruption. Honest, that’s all I know.”


  “Has he paid you the thousand?”


  Pettigrew nodded. “Yesterday.”


  “Then if I were you, I’d take an extended holiday to some place far away like Perth or Darwin.”


  “Why?”


  “If he wants me dead then he will also want anyone else involved dead. You or your friends will be next. Better start packing.”


  Pettigrew’s mouth dropped open. “Shit, he wouldn’t.”


  “I’d also write some sort of letter saying you will tell it all if you are harmed. Tell him you will leave it with a friend. That might get you some time.”


  Pettigrew stared turning the statement over in his mind. “Hell, you could be right. I’ll talk to Creswick.”


  “Not a good decision. Just leave without him knowing about it. Send him a note saying your intentions. Have to go. Have a nice night.” Scott walked backwards to the door and disappeared into the night.


  



  * * * *


  



  Scott rang Pipa as soon as he was home. “I spoke to him. At first, he denied everything until I told him I would shoot him in the knee. Then he confessed the whole thing. The other two were ordered to start the demonstration while Pettigrew did the shooting. I suggested he leave Canberra immediately before Creswick kills him. I think he is taking the advice.”


  “Okay, I hope to get some feedback from Afghanistan soon. I’ll ring you when I do.”


  



  * * * *


  



  It was five hours later when Rory rang back.


  “Found some interesting things about money transfer.”


  “Go ahead,” Pipa said anxiously.


  “It seems five million dollars was transferred to three companies as soon as the assassination was done. The companies were Cartwright Consolidated, Financial Safety, and Future Funds. I’ll bet they are fake companies set up for the money. You can search to see who runs them.”


  “Thanks, Rory. I owe you.”


  “Make it lobster with the works. I can taste it now.”


  She laughed. “It’s a deal.” She hung up and began a search for the companies.


  It seemed Rory was right. They appeared to be fake companies recently set up. The name that came up as director was Pallister. It seemed he was in it up to his ears, too. Pipa decided to go back and talk to Scott the next day.


  Chapter 9


  Pipa arrived at ten in the morning to find Scott waiting. She had phoned ahead, so he knew she was coming. He let her in and looked up and down the street to check it out.


  “Now, what did you find out?” His question was direct.


  She was about to answer when a news bulletin came on the TV. Both raised an eyebrow as Greg came to the camera. Shouting was heard until he quietened them down.


  “We have just discovered the bodies of three men who were hired to protect the cleric during the assassination. It appears Scott Peters got to them before they could give us information. The men, Ralph Pettigrew, Harry Fraser, John Murphy, were found shot to death this morning in Pettigrew’s apartment. We believe Peters lured them to the apartment to get his story straight then killed them before they could talk. The investigation is in its early development, but we believe the suspect is Peters.


  Both sat with their mouths open, not believing the news.


  “Shit,” said Scott.


  “Exactly. I’ll ring Greg and see what I can learn.”


  “You don’t really think I killed them, do you?”


  She reached over and touched his arm. “I think they are trying to set you up even more.”


  She pulled out her phone and dialled Greg.


  “I wondered how long it would take you,” he said by way of greeting.


  “You don’t really believe Peters did it, do you?”


  His voice was bland. “Who else? He’s getting deeper and deeper. It stops their version of the truth getting out.”


  “When did this happen?” she asked, frowning.


  “About an hour ago. A neighbour heard shots and rang us. We were there straight away.”


  “Then you don’t know if Peters actually did it?”


  “Nobody saw him, if that’s what you’re asking.”


  “So you are jumping to conclusions again,” Pipa said.


  “Look, you stick to reporting, and I’ll stick to detective work.”


  Cynically, she answered, “Then I think you will have to improve.”


  Anger was in his voice. “Is this hostility revenge? If so, I don’t want to talk about it.”


  “No, it’s about getting to the truth. It’s a pity you don’t seem to want to find it.”


  Greg hung up, and Pipa frowned.


  She turned to Scott. “Where were you an hour ago?”


  “You know where I was. You rang me.”


  “Yes, and it would have taken at least an hour to get back from Pettigrew’s place to here. They must be getting worried. Once you’re dead, it will all fall into place for them.”


  “Thanks for looking out for me. I appreciate it.” He touched her arm, and she felt a shudder run down her back. For a moment, they stared into each other’s eyes.


  “Greg said he thinks you’re a real killer and won’t look elsewhere.”


  Scott furrowed his brow. “How well do you know him?”


  “Obviously not as well as I thought I did.”


  “But do you trust him?”


  “Apart from a cheating asshole, I think he is an honest cop. Why?”


  “I just thought—no, forget it.”


  “What?” she demanded.


  “Just suppose he is in on the conspiracy. He might be working with Creswick.”


  “No, he wouldn’t—would he?” Doubt began to come to her mind.


  “You know him, and I don’t. If he was the honest cop you say then why wouldn’t he look for himself at the facts? I may be wrong, and I apologize if I am.”


  Pipa gave that some thought. “He was always complaining how he was broke. I even lent him some money once or twice.”


  “Did you get it back?”


  She looked down without answering.


  “If he suddenly has a new car or bought something expensive, would that make you suspicious?”


  She agreed. “Yes. I think you’re wrong, but I’ll follow it up.”


  “Okay. I hope I haven’t offended you. I’m not trying to put down an old boyfriend.”


  “I’d better tell you what I found out.” Pipa went through the companies that Rory gave her. “It seems the director is Pallister. Now why would he suddenly set up three fake companies and list himself as the director?”


  “To get the money paid in. It’s all becoming clearer now.”


  Pipa touched his arm again. “I’m sorry for the mess you’re in. I’m going to do everything I can to help you.”


  “You’re already doing that.”


  He pulled her close and stared into her eyes. “Thank you.”


  She felt herself flush a little, something that was foreign to her. She pulled him close and hugged him. “I’ll get back to you after I do some more investigating.”


  



  * * * *


  



  Once back in the office, she reached for her phone. She dialled and waited.


  “Jack Ainsley, Private Investigator.”


  “It’s Pipa, Jack. Look, I have used you before to find out a few things, and I have another job if you are interested.”


  “I’m always interested, love. What’s the job?”


  “Total discretion must be used. I don’t want anyone else to learn this.”


  He laughed. “You know I don’t kiss and tell.”


  “That’s why I’m ringing you. Do you know a detective named Greg Halpin?”


  “Shit, everyone does. He’s handling the assassination case.”


  “Exactly. He works for the Federal Police. I was in a relationship with him, and he was always broke. Can you follow him and see if he has suddenly come into money? It’s important, Jack.”


  “You think he has some rich blonde who is looking after him?”


  “Not exactly. Just see if he seems to be in charge of extra funds. Ring me if you find out anything.”


  “Usual fee?”


  “With maybe a bonus if it all works out for me.”


  “Leave it with me, love. I’ll get back to you in a couple of days.”


  “Thanks, Jack. It is important.”


  She hung up and stared at the phone. “God, I hope he’s not involved. He may be a cheat, but I think he is honest.”


  Fred saw her and raised his hand, indicating he wanted to talk to her. She went straight into his office and sat down.


  “Anything new?”


  “Yes. It seems three fake companies have been set up and guess who the director is?”


  “So this is twenty questions?”


  She ignored his comment. “Roger Pallister, one of the big knobs in the Federal Police. Creswick’s boss.”


  “Anything else?”


  “Yes, it seems five million dollars has been sent to these companies. Now they have been closed down. The money came from Ohma Abas.”


   “Stuff me,” said Fred, his eyes opening wide. “This has turned into a first-class conspiracy. Follow everything up. No expense.”


  “I’m already onto it. I am following another lead and will tell you if it comes to be the truth.”


  “Which is?”


  “I don’t want to tell you in case it ruins someone’s reputation if it is wrong.”


  He nodded. “Okay, Pipa. I trust you. Stick to it.”


  



  * * * *


  



  Twenty-four hours later, Jack rang her. “I have some info about Halpin.”


  “Yes,” she said breathlessly.


  “He just bought a new Falcon. Brand spanking new. He doesn’t seem to have a new girlfriend, but then again, he is involved in this case.”


  “Thanks, Jack. Where did he buy it?”


  “Jackson’s Ford in Canberra.”


  “I owe you. I’ll send you a check.”


  “Glad I could help, love.”


  She left the office and went to the Ford dealer. As soon a she entered, a slick salesman came up with his fake smile.


  “Can I help you, Miss?” he said pleasantly.


  “I may be interested in buying a new car. A friend of mine recently bought one from you, at least I think he did. He recommended I come and see you.”


  “I see. Who is your friend?”


  “Detective Greg Halpin. Am I in the right place?’


  “You are indeed. Mr Halpin picked up his new car two days ago. I hope he is satisfied with his purchase.”


  “I think he is because he recommended me to come and look at your vehicles.”


  “Can I show you our range?”


  Pipa looked at her watch. “I’d love to, but I’m pressed for time. Maybe tomorrow.” She smiled and left, seething at what she discovered.


  



  * * * *


  



  “What did you find out?” asked Scott when she suddenly arrived on his doorstep.


  “The creep bought a new car. Can you believe that after he always said he was broke?”


  Scott said nothing as she raved.


  “You’re not surprised?” she said, noting no reply.


  “Before you condemn him, you’d better do what you do best.”


  She frowned surprised at his lack of delight. “What do you mean?


  “There could be any one of a dozen reasons why he bought a new car. Maybe he inherited some money from a deceased relative, maybe he is paying it off on the never-never?”


  “You’re defending him?”


  “No, but I think everyone has to have a chance to explain their sudden wealth. Look, you were in a deep relationship with him, and he cheated on you. Don’t use that to condemn him.”


  She stared at Scott, understanding where he was coming from. “You think I’m doing that?”


  “Only you can answer that. Just check it out first.”


  “And how do I do that?”


  “You’re the reporter, not me. You’re also very clever, so I think you can find out.”


  She shook her head. “I thought you would have been delighted to learn this. It’s another peg in the mystery.”


  He nodded. “Of course, it is if it’s true. If not, it could distract us from the truth. See if he is splashing more money around on other things.”


  “The more I see you, the more I’m sure you’re a good guy. I’ll do as you suggest.”


  “I have another motive.”


  She snapped her head to him. “Such as?”


  “I think you are gorgeous, and I’d like to see more of you once this is over, but not if it is a rebound relationship.”


  “It’s not a rebound affair. Once he cheated, he was done. I move on pretty quickly. And we are not having an affair. Let me make that clear.”


  He moved closer to her and stared into her eyes. “How quickly?”


  She pulled his head down and kissed him gently on the lips. “Quickly enough?”


  He held her in his arms and stroked the side of her face. “That was nice.”


  “I thought so, too. Let’s see how this goes. I’m not into the next step yet.”


  “Agreed,” he said, smiling at her, then kissed her again.


  Chapter 10


  Pipa sat at her desk, thinking about the kiss. Hell, what am I doing having feelings for someone who might or might not be a killer? This has to stop.


  She sighed and went into Fred’s office.


  “Something new?” he asked as he looked at her face.


  “Maybe, maybe not. Will you do me a favour and investigate how someone came into a lot of money suddenly when they have been broke for the last six months?”


  “Who are we talking about?”


  “Greg Halpin.”


  “He’s your ex beau, isn’t he?”


  “Yes. I found out he just bought a spanking brand-new car, and I want to know where he got the money. He’s a Federal Policeman and could be on the take from Creswick.”


  “It won’t be easy, but leave it with me. This could blow the Federal Police off the map.”


  “Not all of them, just the crooked ones,” Pipa said.


  “Give me the address of the car firm. I might try a little bluff.” He reached for his phone and dialled the company, putting the call on speaker. “This is James Fuller from the Taxation Department. Perhaps you can help me before I take this any further.”


  “Of course, Mr Fuller.” There was a hint of panic in the dealer’s voice.


  “I understand a Mr. Greg Halpin recently bought a new car from you.”


  “Yes, sir. Is there a problem?”


  “Not from you, but we are investigating a possible taxation fraud. Mr Halpin may be entirely innocent, but you can understand why I am making this inquiry before we take any action.”


  “Of course. What is it you wish to know?”


  “Did Mr Halpin pay for this on credit or in cash?”


  “Just a moment, sir.” There were a few seconds of silence before the dealer got back. “He paid for it in cash, which is a little unusual.”


  “I see, not a bank transfer?”


  “No, just cash.”


  “Thank you, sir. That’s all I want to know.”


  Fred hung up. “You heard?”


  “Yes, and I’m pissed off. I didn’t think he could ever be on the take.”


  “A lot of money for someone who is scratching can be very tempting. Follow it up.”


  She nodded and left the office.


  Once she reached home, she dialled Greg’s number.


  He must have looked at the caller ID as he answered. “Pipa, this is a surprise.”


  “It’s not a social call. I’m investigating something complex. First, is there any progress on Peters?”


  “Not yet. We think he is getting help. He’ll blow his cover soon. How about we get together for a drink?”


  “No. By the way, I heard you have bought a new car. Is that correct?”


  “How the hell did you find that out?”


  “I’m a reporter.”


  “Yes, I did get a new car in the last few days. Why do you want to know?”


  “It seems strange that you have been broke for the last six months, even borrowing money from me, and now you can suddenly afford a new car.”


  There was silence for a few seconds. “Yeah, I won a heap on the races.”


  “Really, which horse?”


  “That’s none of your business.” His voice rose in anger.


  “The money didn’t come from Creswick, did it?”


  Again silence. “Now why would Creswick give me money? He’s one of my bosses.”


  “Just a thought. He’s beginning to make me ask questions.”


  The tone of his voice changed. “As I said, it’s none of your business, and you will do well to drop any inquiry about Creswick.”


  Pipa smiled to herself. “Why, does he have something to hide?”


  “You would have to ask him that. I’m just a detective. Anything else?”


  “Not really. I just know that something stinks about this whole thing. Bye.”


  She hung up and felt a little revenge that would make him think about his position.


  



  * * * *


  



  Greg replaced the phone and gave thought to Pipa’s words. “Shit,” he said to himself. “She’s a bulldog and won’t let go. What to do?”


  He waited an hour then decided to speak with Creswick.


  “What’s the problem, Greg?”


  “Not sure if it is a problem. I just got a phone call from Pipa Barret, asking me about the case.”


  Creswick listened closely. “Well, she is a hot-shot reporter.”


  “Yeah, but then she asked me how I paid for my new car.”


  Creswick touched his fingertips together. “And you told her—?”


  “That I had a big win on the races,” Greg said.


  “She never bought it?”


  “She asked me did I get any money from you.”


  “What? Is she onto something?”


  Greg frowned. “I think she thinks Peter’s not guilty. She’s been doing some research on him and says he rings her with his story.”


  “Does she know where he is?”


  “No, she says its only phone calls.”


  “She’s a smart bitch. She may be the one hiding him.”


  “That would make her guilty of harbouring a criminal.”


  Creswick frowned as well. “She’s a reporter and can see a front-page story about this. She has to be stopped. Have her followed, and we will see where that leads us.”


  “You want me to follow her?” Greg asked.


  “Not you, get someone else to do it. Let me know if he finds out anything. Get a tap on her phone. And stop spending any more of the money until we’re clear.”


  



  * * * *


  



  Pipa phoned Scott as soon as she finished talking to Greg. “He’s in it up to his ears.”


  Scott paused. “You spoke to him?”


  “Yes, I asked if he had any more news in finding you. Then I questioned him on the purchase of the car. He said he won it at the races. I’ve never know him to gamble. Then I asked did he get the money from Creswick.”


  “Big mistake. If Creswick hears about it then he may come after you.”


  She conceded he may be right. “Okay, I’ll buy a burner phone in case they tap this phone. Same as before. Let it ring out then answer when it rings again.”


  “Good, but I mean it, Pipa. Watch your back wherever you go. Creswick can’t afford for any scandal to come out. He might try and see you have an accident.”


  “Okay. I’ll try and come to see you tonight. I’ll bring a takeaway. There’s something else I want to talk about.” She hung up and went back to work.


  That afternoon, she left work to get to Scott. Alert, she noticed a car following her. When she turned corners, it did, too. She smiled and drove slowly down a side street until she came to a house with a gate by the side. She parked the car and looked up and down the street suspiciously, then went through the side gate of the house. After only ten minutes, she returned to her car and drove off.


  



  * * * *


  



  Greg got a phone call from the man following her.


  “I’ve got an address. She stopped outside this house in a quiet street. Went around the back and came out ten minutes later. She looked up and down the street and drove off.”


  Greg sighed. “Right, get a swat squad to it immediately and raid the place. We might get lucky.”


  Fifteen minutes later, the police arrived and surrounded the house. Greg nodded to the leader, and they stormed into the house, breaking down the door. All they found was an eighty-year-old woman eating Meals On Wheels and watching television. She was shocked to see the police burst in.


  “What’s the meaning of this?” she asked, getting back her nerve.


  “Are you here alone?” asked Greg, still with his gun in his hand.


  “Of course, I’m here alone. Why are you bursting into my home with guns as if I am a criminal?”


  Greg looked at the other police then gave his attention back to the woman. “I’m sorry, madam. It looks as though we have false information.”


  “This is shocking. You come bursting into my house with guns, threatening me. You scared the hell out of me. I need to take a Valium. Put those guns away now. Why didn’t you just knock on the door?”


  “I’m sorry. We should have. We made a bad mistake.”


  “Maybe, but I want my front door repaired today. There are all sorts of perverts around here. I’m going to complain to your chief.”


  Greg sighed and left with the other police, promising to get someone here straight away to fix the door.


  



  * * * *


  



  Pallister was furious when he heard of the stuff-up. “She’s been playing us. The bitch knew we were following her. That tells me she is dangerous, and the matter must be fixed.”


  Creswick agreed. “Yeah, she could blow the whole operation, and then where would we be?”


  “In jail, you fucking idiot. Get rid of her. Make it look like an accident.”


  “Are you sure about this? She is the press.”


  “And it will be a tragic accident that we all regret. Fix it.”


  Creswick left his office to make plans.


  



  * * * *


  



  Pipa left work that evening, thinking about the next step. What to do next. It still hurt to think Greg would be involved in this killing, but the facts have shown he was. She thought about the tender moments they shared, the lovemaking she enjoyed. He certainly had his faults, but didn’t everyone.


  These thoughts ran through her head as she came to an intersection. She had the green light and proceeded across the road. She didn’t even see the car until the last moment.


  A big SUV came across the road against the red light and hit her car midsection. The last thing she knew was the blackness that over took her.


  



  * * * *


  



  The police arrived quickly, and the apologetic driver told them that Pipa ran a red light and it was just a terrible accident. An ambulance arrived and transported her unconscious body to the hospital. On arrival, she was inspected for injuries and placed in a separate private room to see if she was responding. No broken bones, but the head injury was a worry. Still unconscious, she had tubes and wires attached, and oxygen was inserted in her nose to make sure she could breathe.


  The doctor checked her and shook his head. “If she regains consciousness, let me know straight away.”


  The nurse nodded and made her as comfortable as she could. A monitor showed her blood pressure was okay and her heart was behaving properly. She was listed as critical.


  



  * * * *


  



  Scott watched TV and sat up when the news bulletin came on.


  The reader looked serious as he gave out the newsflash. “Top reporter Pipa Barret was involved in a serious accident today when her car collided with another. She is still alive but in a serious condition in the Canberra hospital. The police are investigating the cause of the crash. In other news—”


  Scott stood up and stared at the TV. “Bastards,” he said and picked up the phone. He dialled the hospital number and waited.


  “Canberra Hospital. How can I help you?”


  “I’m just inquiring about Pipa Barrett. How is she?”


  “Are you a relative, sir?”


  “No, just a friend.”


  “Miss Barret is in a serious condition, and the doctors can’t comment until she regains consciousness.”


  “Okay, thank you,” he said and replaced the phone. At least she was still with us, but for how long?


  He suspected it was no accident, and they wanted her dead. That evening, he put on a pair of glasses and made up a small moustache from his hair. He found a baseball cap and placed that on his head and inspected his appearance.


  It will have to do.


  He left for the hospital. When he arrived in a taxi, he entered the hospital, making sure he was not conspicuous. He went to the desk and smiled at the receptionist. “Good evening. I’m here to find out Miss Barrett’s room. An admirer wants to send her flowers.”


  “Of course, but she can’t have visitors at this stage. She’s in room eighty-eight.”


  Scott tipped his cap and left the desk, making his way to the elevator.


  



  * * * *


  



  Creswick sat with Pallister as they watched the news. “So she is still alive.”


  “Looks like it. They said she is in a serious condition and still unconscious.”


  “So what do we do now?” Creswick asked.


  “See to it she doesn’t wake up. A simple injection into her drip should do it.”


  Creswick grinned. “Easy, I’ll send a man.” He reached for his phone.


  



  * * * *


  



  Scott passed a change room for doctors and interns and entered to find it empty. He found a white coat and a stethoscope in a locker and quickly slipped on the white coat and placed the stethoscope around his neck. Then he walked down the aisle until he found room eighty-eight. He opened the door to see Pipa lying in the bed in the darkened room. Quickly, he eased himself into a chair and moved it into the darkness of the room. Anyone walking in would not see him.


  Half an hour later, the door opened, and a man dressed in a doctor’s coat entered, unaware of Scott’s presence. He picked up her file and studied it, then took out a syringe, holding it up to the dim light coming in from the window. He moved to the drip that was fixed to her arm and started to inject the syringe into the saline mix. Scott came up behind him and held his gun against his head. The man froze.


  “And just what are you injecting into her?” Scott asked, taking the syringe from the man’s hand.


  “I’m her doctor and just giving her something to bring her out of her unconscious state.” Sweat appeared on his forehead.


  “So this is harmless?” said Scott, not believing one word.


  “Of course. Who are you?”


  “Someone who is looking out for her. On your knees.”


  The man dropped to his knees, and Scott stuck the needle into his neck.


  The man’s eyes opened wide, and straight away, froth began to form in his mouth. He dropped to the floor, and Scott checked his breathing. Nothing showed.


  Powerful stuff.


  Scott walked out into the passage to see a trolley against the wall. He wheeled it into the room and lifted the man onto it and placed a sheet over him. He pushed it out into the passage and down the end of it, leaving the man lying there. He returned to the room and saw Pipa starting to stir. She opened her eyes and tried to sit up.


  “Don’t move,” said Scott, placing his hand on her forehead.


  “What happened?” she asked, staring into his eyes.


  “They tried to kill you, and when that didn’t happen, they sent someone to inject you.”


  Her face was pale. “What happened then?”


  “Luckily, I was sitting in the back of the room and stopped him. How do you feel?”


  “Fine now. No broken bones, but I have a headache.”


  “I have to get you out of here before they come back.”


  “How can you do that? I can’t just walk out.”


  “Your clothes are in the wardrobe. Get dressed if you can, and we’ll just walk out of the door. I’ll take you back to my place, and you will spend a few days in bed if you have to.”


  



  * * * *


  



  She knew he was right. If they tried once then they will try again. She was a little unsteady on her feet, so Scott helped her dress.


  “Now we will walk out like lovers with my arm around your waist. Just smile if you can until we get outside.”


  She gripped his hand tightly and did as he asked. The aisle was empty, so they went to the elevator and moved to the ground floor. No one took any notice of them as Scott had his arm around her waist and smiled at her. He leaned over her and gently kissed her like any lover would. Once outside, he hailed a taxi and had him drive to the house, letting them off a hundred meters from the front door. They struggled to the house where he placed her on the bed and sat beside her.


  “The bastards know we are onto them. They want to silence you. The man they sent was dressed as a doctor and was about to inject something into your saline drip. I stopped him and gave him a dose of his own medicine. He dropped immediately and began to froth in his mouth. Must have been potent stuff.”


  “You saved my life,” she said, tears appearing in her eyes.


  “You have done the same for me. Better ring your boss and tell him what’s happened.”


  “Can you pass me the phone?”


  He nodded and handed it to her.


  Chapter 11


  Fred picked it up immediately. “Scarla.”


  “Fred, it’s me.”


  “My God, are you okay?”


  “I am now thanks to Scott. They tried to kill me. When the car crash didn’t succeed, they sent someone to the hospital to inject me with something. Scott saved me, but they will now be looking for me.”


  “I thought you were still in the hospital.”


  “Scott got me out before they tried again. They will probably ring you to see if I have contacted you.”


  “The hospital doesn’t know you’re gone?”


  “They probably do now.”


  “Okay, here’s what I will do. When they ring, I’ll tell them you rang me and wanted an extended leave. You said you are going interstate for a few weeks and will be out of contact.”


  “But you don’t know which state?”


  “Not my business if a staff member wants to go on a holiday, is it?”


  “Love you, Fred. I’ll be in touch.”


  “Be careful, Pipa. You’re very precious to quite a few people.”


  “Thanks, Fred. Talk later.”


  Next morning, Fred had two visitors. His receptionist rang him and said two Federal Police were here.


  “Send them in,” said Fred and got up from his chair with his hand out to greet them. “Gentlemen, what do I owe this visit?”


  “Have you heard from Pipa Barret lately?”


  “Why, yes, she rang me last night and said she had been discharged and wanted extended leave.”


  “Did she say where she was going?” one of the police asked.


  “She did mention interstate for a holiday but not sure which state. Is there a problem?”


  “No, she discharged herself without telling the hospital staff. They are worried about her with a head injury.”


  “My God. You mean she just walked out? What sort of security does the hospital have?”


  “Not their fault. She just decided she wanted out.”


  “Then if she rings again, I’ll let you know.”


  “You do that, Mr Scarla. What was she working on before her accident?”


  “She said she had an interest in the assassination of the cleric. Pipa never gives me any details until she has finished her investigation. She’s a first-class reporter.”


  As soon as they left, Fred sat back and frowned. He knew she was in great danger but didn’t know what to do about it.


  



  * * * *


  



  “Everything okay?” asked Scott when she hung up.


  She nodded. “He’s a love. He’s going to tell them I’ve gone interstate for a holiday.”


  “That won’t stop them.”


  “I know, but we have to work out a strategy to handle this.”


  Scott shook his head. “It’s hard to fight city hall. Have you ever been to the Middle East?”


  “Why the Middle East?”


  “I still have a few contacts there, and we can investigate the money trail. If we can show it went to Pallister and Creswick then that might do it.”


  “Good idea, but how do we get there?”


  “Let me think of that for a while. You just get some rest. Head injuries are dangerous at any time.”


  Pipa took his hand. “Come closer.”


  He did, and she stared into his eyes.


  “Thank you for what you did. It was dangerous for you, and you didn’t have to do it.”


  “Yes, I did.”


  She pulled his head down and kissed him passionately. The touch of his lips ran another shudder down her spine. She broke the kiss and stroked the side of his face. “I’m getting very fond of you.”


  He grinned. “That’s encouraging. I kind of like you, too. Maybe we can still have that dinner once we clean all this up.”


  “I’ll look forward to it.”


  



  * * * *


  



  Pallister was even more furious. “She got away.”


  “Yes, but it seems she is with Peters. He must have been the one who stopped her murder. Who else could interfere?”


  “Do you believe her boss that she has skipped town?” Pallister asked.


  “Not sure. He seemed genuine but would want to protect his prize reporter. We have people watching all the borders in case they are making a run for it.”


  “Where the hell are they hiding?” Pallister didn’t like mistakes.


  “I have no idea, but maybe Halpin might have an idea. He was banging her for a while,” Creswick suggested.


  “Have a talk with him. He might come up with something.”


  Creswick left the office to seek out Halpin. He found him in the room where people went for a coffee or a meal. Halpin was alone.


  “You heard about Barret?”


  “Yes, it must have been a horrible accident.”


  “It was no accident. The bitch survived, and we have to find her and Peters. We think they are together.”


  “You actually tried to kill her?” Greg seemed shocked.


  “Listen. You are in this as much as we are. If she finds proof of what happened, your neck is on the block just as ours are.”


  Greg stared at Creswick. “So what are we going to do?”


  “When you were banging her, did she ever tell you of a hiding place where she could slip away for a while?”


  “No. We always went back to her place.”


  “Did she have any other friends?”


  “She had a few friends, but not male friends, if that is what you mean.”


  “Make a list of who she saw as friends and get it back to me. It might show us where she is hiding.”


  “And then what?”


  “She will have to disappear along with Peters. Today, if possible.”


  He left Greg thinking of any of Pipa’s friends who might help her.


  



  * * * *


  



  Pipa had made a big improvement in the following two days. She was now up and alert and felt pleased she was still alive. Scott made her sit at the table while he set out a few of his notes.


  “Feel up to a little trip?” he asked, spreading out a map.


  “You have found a way of getting to Afghanistan?”


  “Yes, at least I think so. I have an old buddy who I worked with and is a whiz at forging papers. I’m going to see if he can make up a couple of fake passports for us. Do you have your present one?”


  “In my bag.”


  He held out his hand, and she passed it over. “You haven’t been overseas much, have you?”


  “Two trips to Europe five years ago. I was on a holiday at the time.”


  “If he will help us then you and I are going as a married couple. It means we will have to sleep in the same room.”


  She smiled. “I can live with that. Staying hidden here is no option, is it?”


  “No. If they are smart, they will be trying to trace all you friends who may be hiding us. The sooner we get out of here, the better.”


  “When will you see your friend?”


  “Tonight and you are coming with me.”


  “Like a wife,” she said, smiling at the thought.


  “Like a wife. As soon as it gets dark, we go.”


  “Good, it’s getting boring here.”


  At eight that night, they left the house in the cover of darkness. Scott knew where he was going and came to an isolated house outside Canberra. Having to use a taxi was inconvenient, but they had no choice.


  “Who are we seeing?” she asked once the taxi left.


  “His name is Brian Harrison. He was in my unit but left before I did.”


  They could see a light on in the house and waited for their knock to be answered.


  Brian opened the door and stood with his mouth open. “Well, stuff me. I thought you’d be dead by now.”


  “If the government had their way, I would be. This is Pipa.”


  “The reporter. Come in. I guess you have a tale to tell me.” He closed the door and led them into his house. “I presume you have been set up.”


  “Spot on. It’s a conspiracy of the worst type.”


  He grinned. “You know me. I always like a good story.”


  Scott laid out everything that had happened as Brian sat listening.


  “Pettigrew got the chop.”


  “Yes, I tried to warn him, but they couldn’t leave any trace of their dirty deed.”


  “It said you killed him and his mates.”


  Scott smirked. “They would, wouldn’t they? I need a favour.”


  “If I can. Never trusted those bastards.”


  “We need to get to Afghanistan to follow the lead on the money. To do that, we need new passports. Knowing how clever you are, I thought you might help out.”


  “Love to. I have a few blank passports in my drawer.”


  Pipa stared at him. “You do this for a living?”


  “My Army pension isn’t great.”


  Scott handed over Pipa’s passport and said he didn’t have his own.


  “No problem. I can take a couple of passport photos and give you another name. Any preference?”


  “I suppose Smith is a bit old-fashioned.”


  Brian laughed. “I think I can do better than that. It will take me a couple of hours, so make yourself comfortable while I get to work. Wear a pair of glasses and use a fake moustache. Pipa, you dye your hair.”


  “You have no wife here?” asked Pipa curiously.


  “Hell no. You know the old saying, why buy a book when you can join a library?”


  They sat in his living room and waited for him to complete his work. Pipa dyed her hair to a dark black after walking to a nearby chemist. He took their photos and returned to his work room.


  Two hours later, he came in and handed them their new passports. “You’re Mr. and Mrs. Carrington. Scott, you are Harold. Pipa, you are Sarah.”


  Both stared at the photos and were impressed.


  “You’re a genius, Brian. I owe you.”


  “You saved my skin in Afghanistan twice, so you owe me nothing.”


  “I guess I’d better ring for a taxi,” said Scott, placing his passport into his pocket.


  Brian reached for a set of keys hanging on the kitchen wall.


  “I drive a fairly new Honda, but you can use my old Holden. When you go, leave it in the long-term car park. I’ll ring in and say it’s been stolen.”


  “Thanks, mate,” said Scott and took the keys. “Time to leave.”


  Once in the car, Pipa turned to Scott. “Where are we going now?”


  “Back home. We need to pack our few possessions and get to Afghanistan.”


  Chapter 12


  Greg came into Creswick’s office at ten the next morning with a slip of paper in his hand.


  “What have you got?” Creswick asked, raising an eyebrow.


  “I thought about her friends and could only come up with four. I checked three out but couldn’t locate the fourth.”


  “Why?” Creswick looked up from the list.


  “Because she is overseas and has been for three months.”


  “Then I guess she is out of the investigation.” Creswick gave it further thought. “Do you know where she lived?”


  Greg hunched his shoulders. “Of course, but as I said, she’s not at home.”


  “How close is Barret to her?”


  “I guess they were close friends. Pipa often went out to dinner with her.”


  “So she might have left keys to the place with Barret to babysit the flat.”


  “I guess so,” said Greg slowly.


  “Then that might be where they are hiding. Send some police there to check it out,” Creswick ordered.


  “I doubt they are there but will do as you suggest.”


  “I’m not suggesting it, you idiot, I’m telling you. Get to it.”


  Greg gritted his teeth and left the office.


  



  * * * *


  



  Scott put down the phone and smiled at Pipa. “We have a booking for two o’clock today. Let’s clean this place up and make it look as though no one has been here.”


  Pipa looked at the note he wrote with the details and threw it into the waste bin. “Right, let’s do it.”


  Scott noted what she did. “Empty the garbage into the bin outside and leave something small in the waste bin.”


  She screwed up a sheet of paper and did as he said.


  Both went to work and cleaned the house like it was a brand-new place.


  “What time do we go to the airport?” she asked once the cleaning was done.


  “International flights need you to be there two hours before the plane leaves. We’ll go at eleven.”


  “There will be police watching all exits.”


  “I know, but I’m hoping our passports will hold up. We both look different. We just act as innocent passengers.”


  “I’ll be glad to get away for a while. Always looking over my shoulder is not good.”


  He laughed. “You think Afghanistan is a holiday place? It’s more dangerous than here.”


  “That’s encouraging,” she said with a slight smile. Even though they are going through turmoil, he had a way of making her smile.


  Later. Scott looked at his watch. “Time to go.”


  They climbed into the car and headed for the airport.


  



  * * * *


  



  Greg organised ten police to make the raid. They left at twelve and headed straight for the address.


  “Don’t break the door down unless we have to. We don’t want any more complaints.”


  Some surrounded the house, slipping to the back, while Greg, holding his gun, knocked on the door. No answer, so he produced some small tools and proceeded to pick the lock. Once the door was opened, he nodded.


  Four of the police rushed in, shouting, “Police!”


  “It’s empty,” said one. “Looks as though no one has lived here.”


  “Shit,” Greg said. “Dust for fingerprints everywhere you can.”


  “That could take us a couple of hours,” said one, frowning.


  “Just do it,” he retorted angrily.


  They went to work, checking everything they could find.


  “The place has been swept clean. Nothing.”


  “Then that means they were here,” said Greg. “You would expect the prints of the owner to be found.” He glanced in the waste bin and saw a piece of paper. “Shit.”


  “What?” one of the officers asked.


  “Why would she put a blank sheet in the waste bin? Search the outside bin to see what you can find.”


  The man came back with the paper she threw out and handed it to Greg.


  “It’s a flight plan for Afghanistan. It left at two.”


  “Then we missed them.”


  Greg gritted his teeth. “Looks like it. Let’s go.”


  When Creswick heard the news, he fumed. “Those bastards are one step ahead of us every time.”


  “You think they have moved there for a particular reason? I couldn’t imagine Pipa living there permanently.” Greg took in his rage.


  “Of course not. They have gone there to see what they can dig up on the money and its source. Shit, if they find proof then we’re all stuffed.”


  “So all we can do is wait,” said Greg, now nervous.


  “Like hell. A little trip to Afghanistan could solve the problem. It would be too bad if they were killed by the Taliban. It could work out to our advantage.”


  Greg stared at him. “So you’re going to Afghanistan?”


  “No, we are going to Afghanistan. Better go home and pack while I make the arrangements.”


  Greg was stunned. He was expected to try to kill Pipa and Peters? This was never in his deal. “I can’t go and kill my old girlfriend. Imagine what the papers would do with that.”


  “They won’t know, and you didn’t seem to have doubts when you got half a million from us.”


  “But I’m in charge of the investigation. How do we explain that?”


  “Easy. We put someone else in charge with the explanation we are investigating further information that has come to hand.”


  Greg sighed. There was no way he could get out of this.


  



  * * * *


  



  Pipa looked out of the window as the plane made its descent. The land looked dry. Barren and inhospitable.


  “This is Afghanistan?” she asked, frowning.


  “I knew you would love it.” Scott laughed.


  “So what do we do when we land?”


  He got serious. “I have a few friends who I’m sure will help us.”


  “Army?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.


  “Ex-Army. I left a lot of contacts here before I left.”


  “Why the hell would they stay here if they left the Army?”


  “They can see ways of making a few dollars. They have various ways, and I’m sure it will be more than the Army paid.”


  Pipa sighed. “So what’s next?”


  “We find a hotel and book in. Don’t do any shopping in the markets.”


  “Why, is it because I don’t speak Arabic?”


  “No. The Taliban have a habit of sending a suicide bomber to detonate a car bomb where people gather.”


  She shook her head. “When is the next plane to fly home?”


  He grinned. “I’ll do my best to keep you safe if you follow my advice.”


  “I rarely take orders from a man, but I may make this an exception.”


  Soon, they had booked into the Kabul Hilton. Pipa noted the armed guards standing outside with automatic rifles. She threw Scott a nervous glance as they came to the reception desk.


  “How can I help you, sir?” asked the girl behind the desk.


  Scott gave her a smile before he spoke. “I’d like to get a room for myself and my wife for a few days.”


  “Of course, sir. Can I have your passports?”


  Scott handed them over, and she inspected them.


  “Mr. and Mrs. Carrington. Is that correct?”


  “Yes,” he answered pleasantly.


  She looked at her computer and handed him an electronic entry card to the rom. “Room 166, sir. It’s on the first floor.”


  “Thank you.”


  She waved to a man, who approached and gathered their luggage before leading them to the elevator. Once they reached the room, he opened the door and handed Scott the card. Scott tipped him, and he left. Pipa looked around the room.


  “This is very nice. Not what I expected from a Kabul hotel.”


  “It’s a Hilton. Always good.”


  Pipa looked into the bedroom and noted the queen-sized bed. “The bed looks good, but where are you going to sleep?”


  “Haven’t worked that out yet. I’m going to have a shower before we eat.”


  She smirked at his words and began to unpack the small suitcase she brought.


  Soon, he reappeared with a towel wrapped around him. “Shower is good. Your turn.”


  “Does it have a lock on the door?”


  “Yeah. I made sure I was safe from any overtures you might have had about my body.”


  She burst out laughing. “I like a man with a sense of humour.”


  She slipped into the bathroom while he dressed. When she returned, dressed, she found Scott studying a sheet of paper in front of him.


  “What’s that?” she asked, noting the concentration on his face.


  “I made a note of my friends who might or might not still be here. We look after we eat.”


  “Anyone in particular who might have the info on what we want to see?”


  “Probably him,” he said, pointing to a name.


  She looked at the name and nodded. “Bill Fraser.”


  “Yeah, he left before me to take up a job as a security man but knows exactly what goes on in Kabul and the surrounding country. It’s part of his job.”


  “Security with who?”


  “One of the Government Ministers. He has to keep him safe, so he needs to know who the close enemies are.”


  “Then let’s eat. I have a feeling it might be a long time between meals.”


  He grinned again. “I said you would love this place.”


  As they ate in the restaurant, Pipa spoke carefully. “Do you have an address for this person?”


  “Only the address he gave when we corresponded late last year.”


  “Still valid?”


  “We will see,” he said, wiping his mouth with the napkin. “Okay, better get some sleep then change if we are going out tomorrow.”


  “I’m tired, and I guess you are, too.” Pipa stretched her arm above her head as they entered their room again.


  “Yeah. A good night’s sleep is what we need.”


  “And where are you sleeping?”


  “The couch looks comfortable.”


  “Look, if you promise that nothing is going to happen then we can share the bed. No sense on sleeping on a couch when there is a huge bed to use.”


  “You sure?” Scott asked.


  “If I wasn’t then I would not have suggested it.”


  “Okay, thanks.”


  He stripped down to his shorts, and Pipa did the same with her nightgown. They cleaned their teeth and climbed into the bed. Both lay not sleeping, aware of the other person beside them. Pipa slipped her hand over and found his. He stared at her for long seconds, then began to get out of the bed.


  “Where are you going?” she asked as he stood up.


  “I don’t like breaking a promise.”


  “Suppose I want you to.”


  “Serious?”


  “We’re both single, so if no one knows about it then I’m okay with it.”


  He got back into bed and pulled her close. He found her lips, and there was no rejection.


  His hand slipped to her breasts and found her nipples hard. She sat up and lifted her nightdress over her head then took him into her arms again.


  “Never thought I would say this, but I’m actually looking forward to making love to a sadistic cold-blooded killer.”


  “Shut up,” he said, smiling at her.


  She sighed as his hands went to work all over her body. After a long time, he finally entered her, and she sighed with pleasure, responding to his thrusts.


  “Oh, God,” she said softly, opening her legs even further.


  They took it to its conclusion, and both lay back, exhausted. Scott stared into her eyes as she stroked his face.


  “I could get to like you,” she said, kissing his lips gently.


  “Likewise,” he said and smiled at her. “I think I might sleep soundly tonight.”


  “Me, too.” She gave a little giggle and closed her eyes.


  



  * * * *


  



  Pipa wiped her brow thanks to the heat as she changed clothes. When she was ready, Scott shook his head. “What’s wrong now?”


  “Shorts and a thin top make you look gorgeous, but you can’t wear that here. If they don’t throw you in jail, then they might stab you. Wear something that covers most of your skin. Pants will do and no see-through top. And wear a hat.”


  She sighed. She had heard about women in these countries having to cover up, but she wasn’t a local. Better do as he said. “Give me a few minutes.” She returned and turned around for him to inspect her. “Satisfied?”


  “I liked the shorts and top, but this is much better and safer.”


  Chapter 13


  Creswick and Greg arrived in an RAAF plane. It carried a few people and some gear for the troops. Once it had landed, they stepped out into the heat.


  Creswick wiped his brow. “We go to some accommodation and get settled. Then we look for them.”


  The accommodation was in the barracks of the Australian troops, and they had to share a room.


  “What now?” asked Greg, not comfortable with this assignment.


  “We see if they have arrived and where they went.”


  “You mean customs and immigration?”


  “Yes. They are very co-operative as they rely on us for support.”


  Soon, they were in the customs office, looking at video of arrivals. No sign of their names, but that didn’t fool Creswick. He looked at every arrival, especially couples, until he saw them.


  “Bring that up,” he said excitedly. “It’s them. What name are they traveling under?”


  The man looked up the details. “Mr. and Mrs. Carrington from Sydney.”


  “That’s bullshit. The plane came from Canberra.”


  “They must have booked into a hotel somewhere,” said Greg, viewing the information.


  “Yeah, let’s check them all out.”


  Greg nodded and began to seek out all the hotels in Kabul. “Who will they be looking for?” he asked as he studied the list.


  “I presume Peters has some old mates still living here who might help. Apart from that, I don’t know.”


  Greg settled down and rang every hotel on the list. After an hour, he hit the jackpot.


  “Hilton Hotel.”


  “Good morning. I’m looking for some friends who have recently arrived here, but I don’t know which hotel they booked into. Can you help?”


  “If I can, sir. Their names?”


  “Mr. and Mrs. Carrington.”


  “Yes, sir, they arrived yesterday evening. Shall I put you through to their room?”


  “No. I want to surprise them. Which room are they in?”


  “Room 166, sir.”


  Thank you,” said Greg, looking at Creswick. “Got them.”


  



  * * * *


  



  “Let’s go and find Bill Fraser,” said Scott when he was satisfied they were ready.


  Curious, Pipa asked. “You think he still lives at the same address?”


  “If it’s cheap and comfortable then he will be.”


  They stepped out of the room and came to the elevator. Scott pressed the button, and it took them to the ground floor. About to step out into the foyer, Scott grabbed her arm and pulled her back.


  “What’s wrong? Did you forget something?”


  “That’s Creswick standing at the desk with another young guy with him. He looked familiar.”


  “They found us?” Pipa was shocked they could do it so fast.


  “They have all the facilities they need. I guess they’ve come to kill us.”


  He pressed the up button to take them back to the first floor.


  “What will we do?”


  “Watch the elevator. When it moves, we go down the stairs. Don’t panic. They can’t just shoot us in the hotel.” When the light showed the elevator was coming up, he pulled her to the stairs, and they slowly descended.


  “Do you know the other man, the young one?” Pipa asked.


  “Not sure, but if he’s with Creswick, then he is another killer.”


  They moved down the stairs and left the hotel. Scott stopped her when they were across the road but hidden.


  “Shouldn’t we get out of here?” Pipa was alarmed by his action.


  “I want to see what he is going to do. When he finds us missing, then he will leave.”


  Ten minutes later, Creswick and Greg left the hotel.


  “No,” said Pipa when she saw him.


  “What?”


  “That’s Greg with him. I can’t believe he has turned into a killer.”


  “That’s your old lover? Hell, I’m sorry.”


  “Don’t be. I’m better off without him.”


  “Okay, now we have to go back, check out, and get our luggage. Creswick will have the hotel watched, but it will take him at least an hour to arrange that.”


  She looked at him with admiration. “How come all you do is run a garage?”


  He grinned at her. “Just waiting for the right woman to come into my life.”


  “In Mansfield? Good luck with that.”


  “It’s only temporary. Once this is over, then things will be different. I’m moving to Canberra. I hear there are beautiful girls there.”


  “Sounds good to me.”


  “Let’s go back.”


  They returned to the hotel and gathered their belongings. When Scott was at the desk, the receptionist smiled.


  “Did you catch up with your friends?”


  “Yes, thanks. It was nice to catch up.”


  He paid the bill, and they left the hotel. Scott hailed a taxi and gave the driver instructions as to where they wanted to go. They stood outside a small house in a dusty street. People walked past. One a man who had two women walking behind him. Scott grinned at the expression on Pipa’s face.


  “This is where he lives?” Pipa shook her head at the dingy little place.


  “It’s comfortable inside. He doesn’t like to attract attention to himself.” He knocked on the door, which was answered quickly.


  A tall, thick-set, bearded man stared at Scott. “Well, stuff me. Scott Peters. I thought you would be dead by now.”


  “Not yet, but people are trying.”


  “Yeah, I read where a stupid journalist said you were a cowardly ruthless killer who killed one of the clerics.”


  “Yeah, I’m getting help now. This is the stupid journalist who wrote the article: Pipa Barret.”


  “Oops. I gather she has changed her mind,” Bill said.


  “I did, Bill, when I learned the truth.”


  “This bloke would never kill someone for money. He saved me a couple of times.”


  “I know that now. I’m sorry for taking the word of the Federal Police before looking into it.”


  “Better come in and tell me why you’re here.”


  He stepped back, and they entered the house. It was as Scott said. Quite nice inside. Pleasant colours, nice décor. Clean looking. Not what she expected.


  “Now, what have those bastards been doing?” He placed three beers on the table and offered each of them a cool drink.


  “They’re not all bastards, just a few who see a way of making a few million dollars.”


  He popped the top of his bottle. “Better explain.”


  Scott went through the whole episode and who was involved.


  “Fucking Pettigrew. Now why doesn’t that surprise me?”


  “Actually, he’s dead now with his two mates. Didn’t take my advice and head for safer pastures.”


  Bill smirked. “Can’t say I’m upset by that.”


  “Now, I’m here to try and find out what I can about the money that was paid by the Taliban. It suits them perfectly to say that the capitalists in Australia have done away with him by being paid by the CIA. We think it was Ohma Abas.”


  “That would be right. The Taliban hated Khasib. They saw him as a threat to their aims. If they were to blame then that would have serious repercussions.”


  “That was our thinking, too. What we have to do is prove they paid the money to Pallister and Creswick,” Scott said.


  “Won’t be easy.”


  “I know. To make it worse, Creswick has arrived here to try and silence us. We got out of the hotel just in time.”


  Bill rubbed his chin and took a sip from his beer. “Then you had better shack up here.”


  “Thanks, Bill, we accept.” Pipa felt a little relieved at his offer.


  Bill showed them a room holding a double bed. “You’ll have to share,” he said, smirking at them both.


  “No problem,” said Pipa, ignoring his smirk.


  “I’ll get something to eat then we can plan.”


  



  * * * *


  



  Once they had eaten, they relaxed in a small living room.


  “Can you tell us where to find Abas?” Scott leaned forward.


  Bill laughed. “The Yanks couldn’t find Bin Laden for ages, and this coot is just the same. He could be anywhere in Afghanistan or even Pakistan.”


  “Any ideas then?” Scott felt a little disheartened.


  “Yeah, you don’t need to find the chief, only his money man. I know where he is.”


  “You mean he will have records of where the money went?”


  “Yeah, the Taliban are not stupid. They have their accountants like we do. A strict record will be kept of the transaction. Anyone cheating on them gets the chop.”


  “Great, where do we find him?” Scott asked.


  “In a tiny village called Kholm. It’s about two hundred and fifty kilometres away near the Uzbekistan border. Deep in Taliban country.”


  “So how do we get there?” That posed another problem.


  “Certainly not by car. They would blow the shit out of you. Ever ridden a camel?”


  “No, and neither has Pipa.”


  “Looks like you’re going to have to learn. Camel trains go all over this bloody country. They trade with the villages. You will have to join one.”


  “I can speak Arabic, but Pipa can’t.”


  “No offense, love, but a woman here does what she is told to do,” Bill said. “You don’t speak, and you obey your husband’s orders. Even if you have to bite your tongue. When you walk together, you walk two steps behind him and never go out alone. That is punishable by stoning you to death. You don’t talk to any man unless your husband is with you. Over here, if you were ever raped, it would be your fault.”


  “Hell, this is off the holiday list,” she said, shaking her head.


  “And you will have to change into Arabic clothes. I guess Scott has told you that.”


  “Apart from this hell, I can get a good story out of this. The oppression of women in Afghanistan.”


  “That’s why they are fighting the Taliban here,” Bill said. “I can arrange the camels and clothing.”


  “Can you give us a map?” asked Scott, frowning.


  “I can do better than that. I’ll come with you.”


  “Hell, you don’t have to do that. It will be dangerous.”


  “I’m on holidays at the moment. Won’t be needed for another three weeks.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Yeah, I like a bit of adventure. I have weapons, too. Some AK 47s and a few handguns.”


  “I guess you need them in your job.”


  Bill laughed. “It’s like being in the Army again, but the pay is much better.”


  They talked longer until eleven in the evening.


  “Time to get some sleep,” said Bill, stretching his arms.


  “I agree. See you in the morning.”


  Scott and Pipa left for the bedroom, and both looked at the double bed.


  “It’s small, isn’t it?” she said, feeling the mattress.


  “Yeah, and the nights get cold here, too.”


  She gave him a sly look. “I guess we can get warm somehow.”


  “I guess so.”


  They stripped off and climbed into the bed. Pipa held him close and kissed him gently.


  “I’m glad I met you, Scott Peters. Never thought I would say that.”


  “Shut up and kiss me again. Remember: you have to obey my every wish.”


  “And what is your wish, sir?”


  “This,” he said, sliding his hands over her body.


  She sighed with pleasure, and they made passionate love as if it was the last time they could do it.


  Chapter 14


  “How the hell are we going to find them?” asked Greg in frustration. He had no idea of the workings of Afghanistan.


  “They came to find out about the money transfer. We go to the money man and wait for them to arrive.”


  “You know who he is?” Greg was learning every day about the power of Creswick and Pallister.


  “Yeah, he lives in a tiny village called Kholm. It’s about two hundred fifty kilometres from Kabul. He name is Mohamad El-Hasham. He’s Abas’s accountant for the whole of the Talban. He will have all the records. I’ve met him a couple of times.”


  Greg paused. “Then they won’t be looking for Abas.”


  “They could spend a year here and not find him. This bloke will be more important to them.”


  Greg paused before speaking. “Isn’t that Taliban country?”


  “Yeah, but I have contacts that will get us a safe passage. I’ll see to it today.”


  Next morning, they were in a car, driving to Kholm. The journey was over a barely recognisable road. Dust filled the air, and Greg felt like he was choking. Twice, they passed armed tribesmen, who scowled at them, but it seemed the word had been passed along for a safe passage. One hundred kilometres out, they came to a road block. An Army tank blocked the road, and around fifty soldiers, all armed, gathered around. An American soldier stood in the middle of the track with his arm raised. Creswick stopped the car, and the soldier approached.


  “Who are you, sir, and where are you going?”


  Creswick produced his identification, which was inspected. It was handed back.


  “You are going where?”


  “To Kholm. We have business there.”


  The soldier stared at him. “What sort of business?”


  “I’m with the Australian Federal Police. It’s on a need-to know-basis. Let us pass.”


  “I’m sorry, sir, but the road is blocked. My orders are to let no one through.”


  Creswick became agitated. “Why is it blocked?”


  “The next one hundred kilometres are heavily mined. No one can pass until the road is cleared.”


  “How long will that take?” asked Creswick, getting angrier and angrier.


  “At least a week. There are marauding Taliban in the area, which also makes it unsafe.”


  “Can we go back and grab a chopper?”


  “I suppose you could, but I have to tell you that in the last week, two choppers have been shot down. Not a good option.”


  “This is not good enough. I want to speak to your commanding officer.”


  “That will be General Brixton. He is in Kabul.”


  “As you can see, I’m in the Australian Federal Police. We are after two fugitives, a man and a woman, who we think are on their way to Kholm.”


  “Well, they haven’t passed here. My orders are explicit. No one gets past until the road is cleared.”


  “I see. If they do come, can you arrest them?”


  “Yes, sir. We can do that.”


  Creswick turned the car and drove back to Kabul in a savage mood.


  



  * * * *


  



  Next morning, Scott and Pipa woke and dressed. They found Bill had a breakfast ready for them on the table.


  “Not what you might expect, but it will have to do.”


  Pipa smiled. “If you have a coffee to go with it then I’m happy.”


  He grinned and reached for a coffee pot and poured her out a cup. “Sleep well?” he asked as he poured.


  “Like a top. The bed was good.”


  “Glad to hear it. I have some Arab clothes set out on my bed. Better dress accordingly while I arrange our camels.”


  Scott began eating. “How long will that take?”


  “A couple of hours. I’ll be back when we’re ready.”


  He left the house, and Scott and Pipa finished breakfast.


  Pipa glanced at him. “He’s a good mate, isn’t he?”


  Scott agreed. “We were all mates over here. We watched out for each other.”


  “He seems to like the life. Why did he leave?”


  “You might have read it some time ago. We were bunked down when a soldier opened up with a sub machine gun and shot a couple of our mates. Bill was furious that one of the people we were helping could do this. Luckily, he shot the bastard but was disgusted in the way this was going. He didn’t re-enlist and found a job that paid much more than the Army.”


  “He’s not married?”


  “No, but he does play around a lot. Not with any of the Arab girls. There are a few Caucasian girls in Kabul.”


  “I suppose we had better get dressed in those clothes. Not looking forward to that,” she said.


  “Worse, you will have to act as the submissive woman who does what she is told.”


  “That will be worse than anything. I’m not used to have men telling me what to do.”


  “I know. I may have to act as a bastard, but you do understand?” Scott asked.


  “Yes, but don’t try it if we ever get out of here.”


  He laughed. “I’m a wimp. You might hit me.”


  “Yes, I can see what sort of a wimp you are. This is going to be interesting.”


  They quickly dressed in the clothes supplied, but wore their own clothes underneath.


  Pipa turned around. “How do I look?”


  “Beautiful as usual, but you will have to cover your face when we are with people.”


  “Why do women have to do that?”


  “They are so ugly, no one wants to look at them.”


  Pipa scoffed. “That’s bullshit. Are you sure?”


  “It’s the custom here. I think it is because men consider the face of a woman will bring carnal thoughts to them.”


  “That sounds strange. Is this true?”


  “No, but it is all I could think of.”


  She punched him on the arm as they continued to dress.


  When Bill returned, he inspected them. “Looks okay. Better take these.” He handed Scott an M24 sniper rifle with scope and a handgun to Pipa. “Keep them out of sight.”


  “What are you bringing?” asked Scott, taking the rifle.


  “My shotgun. Deadly at short range. You should know that.”


  “I’ve never fired a gun in my life,” said Pipa, astounded.


  “I hope you don’t have to fire this either, but if you’re cornered and about to be killed, then it might come in handy.”


  Scott nodded. “He’s right, Pipa. This is a hostile world, and you have to be prepared. No one will see it under your clothes.”


  Bill agreed. “Now, let’s go. I’ll take you to the camel train where we will join it to go to Kholm. Let me do all the talking.”


  “Can’t we take a car?” asked Pipa, having no idea of what they are facing.


  “Yeah. If it doesn’t get blown up by a land mine or filled with bullets from the Taliban then feel free to give it a go.”


  She looked down, feeling foolish. This man was an experienced fighter and knew all about Afghanistan.


  “How long will it take us?” asked Scott, looking at a map.


  “Could be a week. The camel train is slow but safer. Shit, it’s two hundred fifty kilometres away. Nothing moves quickly here.”


  “How about the Yanks?” Scott rubbed his chin.


  “They patrol just like we did. I think we will be okay.”


  “Time to move then.”


  It was an hour later when they joined the camel train. Fifteen all up, and most had goods on their backs. Bill had a few words with the leader, and money passed hands. It was a new experience for Pipa, riding a camel, but she got used to it quickly. Bill was right, it was slow going, and the heat didn’t help at all. She slipped a scarf over her face to help keep the flies from settling in her eyes and glared at the smirk she saw on Scott’s face. He came alongside her and whispered.


  “Remember, don’t talk to anyone except me or Bill.”


  After only half an hour, she reached for a water bag, but Scott told her to take small sips. At last, they stopped for the night, and a fire was lit to cook food. The three of them sat away from the others as they ate.


  “My bum feels as though it’s been subjected to a severe beating.”


  Bill laughed. “You’ll get used to it. Better get some sleep. Tomorrow will be even worse.”


  It was no time at all before she fell asleep on the soft sand. Some of the other travellers had small tents pitched, but tonight was ideal. No wind and a starry night. It was heaven, and the snow on the distant mountains was indeed scenic.


  



  * * * *


  



  Two days later, Pipa felt exhausted and smiled when Scott seemed to be caring for her. In the distance, they came to a road block with a tank blocking the road. A soldier held his hand up and halted the caravan. There was a conversation between the leader and the soldier.


  “What are they saying?” asked Pipa, frowning.


  “Hang on a minute until they have finished.”


  Bill came to them and told them about the conversation. “It seems the road ahead is heavily mined, and we can’t go down the road. We may have to go cross-country, but there is always the danger from the Taliban. “


  “And the Army doesn’t mind?” Scott frowned again as he listened.


  “Shit, as far as the Yanks are concerned, we are just Arab salesmen taking goods across the country. They don’t really care if we get the shit blown out of us. They just obey orders.”


  “So there is little concern about innocent travellers in this place.” That annoyed Pipa.


  “That’s not their job. Some will care like in Vietnam, but they are more concerned in not getting blown up themselves.”


  “So we go cross-country?”


  “Yeah. One thing the bloke said: he had to turn back a couple of Australian Federal Police who were looking for a man and a woman. They went back to Kabul to get permission.”


  Scott shook his head. “Then they know where we are going.”


  “Yeah, they are smart enough to know where the money man is and know we will try for him. If they get there before us, then they will try to ambush us.”


  Pipa also shook her head. “I think it’s time I took my holidays.”


  “You’re already on holidays. This is exciting.”


  “For you, but not for me.”


  Both men laughed, which made her feel uncomfortable. The caravan turned to go cross-country toward the mountains.


  Chapter 15


  Creswick tried to hide his anger when he went to the American Army base. He was admitted to see General Brixton and almost stormed into his office. This didn’t impress the general, who scowled at him.


  “What appears to be the trouble, Mr Creswick?” he asked, leaning back in his chair.


  “Those idiots of yours stopped me from going to Kholm this morning. I need free passage.”


  “I see. And did they tell you why you couldn’t proceed?”


  “Something about the road being mined heavily.”


  “You can see my problem. How would it look if I let a member of the Australian Federal Police drive along a mined road and then get himself blown to kingdom come? Can you not see the repercussions of that?”


  “Look, we are after two fugitives who killed a Muslim cleric in Australia. We heard they are in Afghanistan and are on their way to Kholm. It’s vitally important we get them.”


  “You were told the road would be closed for a week until it is cleared. That’s more important than you chasing some fugitives. We’re in a war here.”


  “Then get a helicopter to take us there,” Creswick said.


  “Do you know how much a chopper costs? We have lost two this week, and I won’t risk another just to help you out.”


  “We’ll take the risk.”


  “Risk? Then you will pay personally if the chopper gets shot down and you survive.”


  Creswick looked down, knowing he was not going to get cooperation from the general. He sighed. “Okay, will you let me know when I can proceed?”


  “Sure. Remember that if you can’t get there, then neither can they.”


  He and Greg returned to their accommodation with Creswick fuming.


  



  * * * *


  



  The camel train stopped for the night, much to Pipa’s relief. “I’ll never walk right again,” she said, rubbing her backside.


  Both Scott and Bill laughed.


  Bill looked at Scott. “With luck, we should be there by tomorrow evening.”


  “Thank God. Do we have to ride a camel back again?”


  “Hopefully, no. Once we get there, we will have to find out where El-Hasham lives. From what I can remember, there are only a few small hovels. It never attracts much attention from the Yanks and our forces. Suits him perfectly,” Scott said.


  “No Taliban?” asked Pipa, scared at the thought.


  Scott shook his head. “They are like the Viet Cong. They come at night, unobserved.”


  “And you know this how?”


  Bill interrupted. “It was well known when we were here. We would come in, find nothing, and leave, but we knew what was going on. A couple of people hate the Taliban and would inform us. They didn’t like the Yanks much either, but we got on well with them.”


  “And do I have to wear this ridiculous clothing once we get what we came for?”


  “It helps keep you cool, but you can revert to trousers and thin top if you like. No shorts,” Bill said.


  She nodded, feeling somewhat relieved. That night, the temperature had dropped, and Pipa felt warm snuggling up to Scott on the blanket they lay on. The sun rose early, and they ate before the caravan departed that morning.


  They had only been on the trail for an hour before they came across some Talibans.


  Bill whispered, “Don’t speak or do anything. Let the leader have his say.”


  They listened to the conversation that was getting heated. Reluctantly, the caravan leader gave the Taliban some goods that seemed to satisfy them. They rode away towards the mountains, carrying their ill-gotten goods.


  “Are we safe now?” asked Pipa, much relieved to see them disappear.


  “Yeah. They take whatever they want but don’t strip the traders of everything in case they stop trading. Then they get nothing.”


  “Lovely place,” she said sarcastically.


  They proceeded without another interruption, and Kholm came into sight.


  “What now?” asked Pipa again. She felt like a novice having to ask questions all the time.


  Bill turned to her. “As soon as it gets dark, we find this bloke and have a quiet word with him.”


  “And, of course, he will be most cooperative, won’t he?”


  “He will be if I start cutting off his fingers one by one,” Bill said.


  Pipa was horrified. “You wouldn’t?”


  “They are used to violence in this country. I could threaten to remove his head as an alternative.”


  “My God. What is the world coming to?”


  “Survive is the key word, my dear.” Bill looked at Scott, who nodded.


  Pipa sighed. This was certainly not her world.


  Bill asked a few questions once the caravan settled. He smiled and came back to the others. “He lives in a small squat about a kilometre from the main square. It is isolated, and that’s why he chose it.”


  “Then let’s go,” said Scott, ready for action.


  “Let’s eat first. It may be some time before we can eat again,” Bill said.


  After they ate, Bill looked at his watch and nodded. “It’s ten thirty. He will be getting ready to sleep.”


  They gathered their weapons and made their way to the house. Lights were still on, and Pipa wondered how they could get electricity in such an isolated place.


  “We’re not in the Middle Ages,” said Bill. “But to you, it might seem so. He has a generator.”


  “So we just walk up and knock on the door?” asked Pipa, frowning.


  Scott smiled. “Not quite like that. We check out the place for trip wires and hidden booby traps. El-Hasham is no fool, and he has a lot to protect.”


  “Yeah, you stay here, Pipa, while we check it out.” Bill led the way while she sat down and waited.


  



  * * * *


  



  Scott and Bill crawled across the open ground silently. Bill pointed to a trip wire that led to a small charge big enough to blow a leg off. They found two more before both were satisfied they had cleared the way. When they reached the house, they kicked in the door and found El-Hasham sitting in front of a computer, looking startled at the intrusion.


  “What do you want?”


  Scott pointed his rifle at him and ordered him to sit away from the desk. Bill patted him down for weapons and found nothing.


  Scott almost sneered at him. “We are here because Mr. Creswick says you are cheating him.”


  That made El-Hasham open his eyes wide. “Cheating? That has to be a mistake.”


  “The deal was for six million dollars. You are a million short.”


  “No, no. It was for five million. That‘s the truth.”


  Scott looked at Bill and raised an eyebrow. “That’s not what we were told.”


  “I can show you,” he said, fear spreading over his face.


  “Okay, then show us.”


  He hurried back to the computer and pressed a few keys. The file came up, and both Scott and Bill peered at the information.


  “He might be telling the truth,” said Scott, pretending.


  “You think Creswick made a mistake?” Bill gave him another false stare.


  Scott pointed to the file. “It says the money has been paid to Mr. Pallister in his false companies.”


  “Yeah,” said Bill. “We don’t want to kill him if we don’t have to.”


  “What do you think?” said Scott, raising an eyebrow.


  “Maybe if we take back copies of the transaction then that will satisfy both Creswick and Pallister.”


  Fear was still with El-Hasham. “Yes, yes, I can give you copies.”


  Scott eased down his rifle and nodded. “Okay, but if it’s wrong, we will be back.”


  The man quickly punched more keys, and soon the printer alongside the computer churned out six pages of notes.


  Bill snatched them up and read them. “Okay, but if this is wrong then we will be back.”


  “Yes, yes,” said the man. “You will find it all correct.”


  “Okay, let’s go.” Scott pocketed the papers. They walked out of the door, leaving the man sweating at his close call.


  



  * * * *


  



  When Pipa saw them, she ran forward. “What happened?”


  “He was very cooperative. He gave us copies of all the transactions.”


  “You didn’t kill him?” she asked fearfully.


  “No, we just told him Creswick thought he was cheating him. So he ran off the files he had and gave them to us.”


  “And you didn’t cut off a finger?”


  “Of course not. You think we’re savages,” said Bill, grinning.


  Pipa wasn’t sure what had happened but looked at the files Scott handed her. She went through each sheet and smiled. “This will do it. It will prove your innocence.”


  He grinned. “Only if we get back in one piece.”


  “How do we get home then?” she asked, looking at both.


  “Creswick will be here soon, and when he does, he will call in his Taliban mates to hunt us down,” Scott said. “We start out on foot and go over the mountains. Even the Taliban will have trouble finding us.”


  “We walk?” That didn’t sit well.


  “Yeah, we keep going until we come across a Yankee chopper or patrol. It might be a few days,” Scott replied.


  “Even the camel sounded better.” She sighed, shaking her head.


  Chapter 16


  Creswick was sitting in his room when the phone rang. He picked it up immediately.


  “This is General Brixton. The road has been cleared.”


  “Then we can leave straight away.”


  “Yes, but it’s at your own risk. The Taliban don’t care if you are a soldier or a civilian.”


  “Thank you, General. I’m sure we will be okay.”


  Creswick knocked on Greg’s door and roused him. “We can go. Get your stuff. We leave now.”


  “The road has been cleared?” Greg rubbed his eyes.


  “Yes. I’ll make a phone call to make sure the Taliban don’t bother us.”


  Half an hour later, they were in their car and ready to roll.


  “How long will it take?” asked Greg nervously.


  “We can’t drive faster than fifty Ks an hour. That makes it five hours.”


  Greg nodded and settled back in his seat. Halfway there, they were stopped by the Taliban. A few words were spoken that Greg didn’t understand, but they were left to find their way.


  It was actually six hours before they arrived. Creswick drove straight to the hovel of El-Hasham, and he came out to greet them.


  “Mr. Creswick. It has been settled. I didn’t expect you to come personally.”


  “What do you mean settled?” Creswick asked angrily.


  “Your men were here and said there was a mistake in the deal. I told them everything had been settled, and they asked for proof. I gave them a printout of the deal, so they left.”


  “You fool! They weren’t my men. They were the enemy.”


  “Enemy?” El-Hasham said disbelievingly.


  “Yes, you blithering idiot. We have to get them. How long ago did they leave?” Creswick asked.


  “Last night around eleven.”


  “Which way did they go?”


  “I don’t know. I was just happy to see them go.”


  “Was there a woman with them?”


  “I didn’t see one, but one could have been outside,” El-Hasham said.


  “How many soldiers can you come up with in a hurry?


  “Ten, maybe twenty.”


  “Then round them up. If they get back to Australia, the whole thing will blow up in our faces.”


  An hour later, the men were assembled outside the house. Creswick explained what had happened and how they had to be found and killed.


  “One is a woman,” he said, and some of the men grinned.


  One looked around the house and found footprints. He eagerly pointed toward the mountains, and they quickly formed a group and set off to find them.


  “They have at least fifteen hours start.”


  “How far can they go over the mountains?” asked Greg.


  “These men are used to tracking down people. We should catch up by tomorrow morning.”


  “But Peters is an ex-SAS,” Greg said. “He can find his way around. He was fighting here.”


  “But the woman isn’t. She will hold him up.”


  They set off, and the going was hard. Creswick saw this as an advantage as Pipa couldn’t move as fast as Peters. She would definitely slow him up.


  



  * * * *


  



  The trio made good progress mainly because Bill knew what he was doing. They came to the first snow and looked down in the valley below.


  “No sign of them,” said Scott, taking the binoculars from Bill.


  “Not yet, but they will come.”


  “I know. We have to keep moving as fast as we can,” Scott said. “The rocky ground would leave no footprints, but the snow will. With a bit of luck, it might snow tonight and that will hide any tell-tale signs.”


  Bill made a point. “Don’t forget they know the mountains better than we do.”


  “Yeah, we just have to be careful.”


  “Are you still good with the sniper rifle?” asked Bill as he took back the binoculars.


  “Of course. I can hit anything within a kilometre.”


  “We may need it if you still can.”


  Pipa gasped with exhaustion. “Can we rest?”


  Scott looked at his watch and agreed. “It’s six. We will eat and get some sleep. I’ll take the first watch, and Bill will take the next. How long, Bill? Four hours?”


  “Sounds about right.”


  “Okay, let’s rest and eat. Only Army rations, I’m afraid,” Scott said.


  “If you put out your arm, I’ll stick a fork in it,” said Pipa, smiling.


  He laughed and handed her a tin of Army rations.


  



  * * * *


  



  They were on their way by seven the next morning. Bill kept looking for signs of pursuit but found none. They went down one mountain and up the next before Bill grabbed Scott’s arm as he looked in his binoculars.


  “They’re following.”


  Scott took the binoculars and saw what Bill had seen. “How far?”


  “Maybe three Ks away. We have to slow them down.”


  Scott agreed. “Okay, let’s see where we are.” He pointed to a position on the map. “This is what we will do. You take Pipa to this point. It’s about ten Ks away. I’ll slow them up for a while. I should catch up in a few hours.”


  Pipa looked horrified. “You’re going to stay behind?”


  “I’ll snipe a few. They will look for cover. Then I’ll come after you. I can move pretty quickly by myself.”


  “Please be careful, Scott. I don’t want to lose you.”


  “You won’t, but take the papers with you. If things go sour, then they will find them on me and its game over.”


  “Come on, Pipa,” said Bill, tugging at her arm.


   As they left, she looked back to see Scott smiling at her. She suddenly ran to him and kissed him on the lips.


  When she returned to Bill, he looked at her softly. “He’s the best in this business. Don’t worry.”


  She shook her head. “All this is foreign to me. I will worry about him. I can’t ignore it.”


  “It’s nice that he has someone to care about him. He’s had a tough trot lately.”


  “When I met him, I didn’t think for one second about how I would feel now. Funny how things can change.”


  “He’s one of the good guys. He deserves someone like you looking out for him.”


  



  * * * *


  



  Scott watched them leave then looked for a good spot to set up his rifle. His experience soon took over, and he found several rocks that would be hard to spot from below. He watched as the soldiers came closer until they were about a kilometre away. It was as he suspected. At least twenty of them, all armed to the teeth.


  Let’s see if I can lower the odds.


  He aimed at one of the leading men. He took careful aim and pressed off a shot. The leading man threw his arms up and fell to the ground while the others scrambled to find shelter. Scott could see the confusion he had caused. They were looking at each other, having little idea where the shot came from.


  A few seconds passed before they tentatively stood up and began to move slowly forward. Scott grinned to himself and lined up another with the same result. A barrage of shots were fired, but none even came close to where he was hiding. The nervousness was apparent as some seemed reluctant to expose themselves to the fire when they still had no idea where it was coming from.


  Scott noticed some run to the side in an endeavour to get around where they thought he might be. He quickly brought down another, then another. Now panic really did set in. Someone was waving his arms as if to urge them on, but Scott brought him down as he was some sort of leader. Now he knew they would stay hidden in as little cover that they could find until it became dark. He looked at his watch and worked out it would be another two hours before darkness came. He would wait another half an hour, fire off a few more shots, then leave.


  



  * * * *


  



  Creswick was furious as he hid behind good cover. “It has to be Peters,” he said savagely.


  “How do you know that?” asked Greg, laying alongside him.


  “He was a sniper in the Army. He must be a long way off, or we would spot him. That’s what he did in the Army.”


  Greg was very nervous. “So what do we do now? I’m certainly not standing up.”


  “We wait until its dark then go for him.”


  “Your soldiers are very nervous.” Greg looked at those hiding close by.


  “So am I. I’m not going to expose myself to get my head blown off.”


  “What about some of the men he hit,” Greg asked. “Some are only wounded.”


  “That’s up to the leader. He might take them back to where we left from.”


  “One can’t do that. They will have to take at least six back with them.”


  Creswick tightened his lips and scowled. “I don’t give a shit about them. It’s Peters I want.”


  Greg shook his head. This bloke was full of compassion.


  Another shot rang out, and everyone ducked even closer to the ground, if that was possible.


  Frustration set in. This was not going to be easy.


  



  * * * *


  



  Scott grinned to himself and checked his watch again. Time to go. He watched the soldiers still huddled behind sparse cover. Maybe one more. He fired off another shot, enjoying the mayhem he saw.


  He peered through his telescopic sight and lined up Greg in the cross hairs. He knew Pipa would be upset if he shot him, so he aimed to Greg’s right and fired. The shot bounced off rocks nearby, forcing Greg to dive even closer to the ground. Then Scott saw Creswick crouching even lower. He grinned again and aimed at the rock Creswick was sheltering behind. Again, he fired, and panic spread over Creswick’s face at his near miss.


  Scott packed up his rifle and followed Bill and Pipa’s trail to the appointed meeting place. He figured he had at least another hour before they were game to expose themselves. The ground was rocky, and there were still patches of snow along the routes. He made sure he didn’t step on any of it. By the time he reached the appointed spot, the sun had set and the evening began.


  Pipa gave a cry of relief when she saw him. She rushed to him, hugging him tightly with tears in her eyes. “I thought you might be dead.”


  “Who, me? If I get this sort of greeting, I might disappear again.”


  “What happened?” asked Bill, also glad to see him.


  “I sniped a few, and the rest hid behind any rocks they could find to shelter. As soon as one put his head up, I fired again. I could see the panic as none were game to expose themselves.”


  “How long do you think we might have?” Bill asked grimly.


  “They are probably on the move now. I figured they would wait until dark to try and get me.”


  “So they are still at least an hour or two behind us.”


  “Yeah. I think we should keep moving,” Scott said. “They certainly will. I left them a note saying I was going to Kabul and for them to have a nice day.”


  “I’ll bet that really pissed them off.” Bill spread out his map and pointed to a small spot on the surface. “We should head for there.”


  “Why there? It’s not on the route.” Scott raised an eyebrow at his words.


  “If you were they, where would you look?”


  “On the direct route for Kabul.”


  “Exactly,” Bill said. “If we go in another direction then we can evade them.”


  “Makes sense,” said Scott, approving the idea. “You know the area, so we follow you.” He turned to Pipa. “It will still be hard going. Are you up for it?”


  “A soft bed and a warm bath would be good, but I’m with both of you.”


  “Okay, then you lead, Bill, and we follow.”


  “Just keep clear of snow drifts,” Bill said. “We don’t want footprints to tell them in what direction we are going.”


  They set off once again in the gloom of the night.


  Chapter 17


  Creswick scowled as he thought about the situation. “We haven’t heard a shot in an hour. I think he’s gone.”


  “Then stand up,” said Greg.


  Instead, Creswick called to the leader of the soldiers, who spoke to one of his soldiers. Nervously, the man rose from his position and breathed a sigh of relief when nothing happened.


  Creswick looked at the setting sun. “He’s gone, and it will be hard to track him in the dark.”


  “That’s what he expects,” said Greg, satisfied the shooter had gone. “He’s probably been gone for an hour.”


  Orders were given, and the remaining soldiers rose to their feet. There were three wounded soldiers lying on the ground, and orders were given for them to be taken back to their starting point. This left a party of five, plus Creswick and Greg.


  “If he sets himself up again then he can easily pick us off,” Greg said.


  “Not unless he has cat’s eyes. He’d be lucky to see us unless were almost on him.”


  They climbed the hill and came to the resting place where Scott had set up. Empty cartridge cases lay on the ground, and Creswick picked up a note Scott had left under a small rock. He read it and screwed it up angrily.


  “What’s it say?” asked Greg.


  “It says he has a date in Kabul and for us to have a nice day. We have to get him before he reaches Kabul.”


  “They have to stop for the night,” Greg said. “I suggest we keep going until we find them.”


  Creswick frowned at this suggestion. “This man is no fool. He knows we will keep pursuing him, so he won’t stop unless he is satisfied he’s safe.”


  Greg agreed. “So we move in the dark.”


  Creswick nodded then gave orders for the remaining men to continue the pursuit.


  At last, they came to the site where Scott had met up with the others.


  “They’re heading for Kabul, I suppose,” said Greg.


  Creswick studied the site. “Maybe that’s what he expects. He could be taking another route.”


  “What, over the mountains?”


  “Maybe. I’ll send the soldiers to follow to Kabul while we go toward the mountains. He might think he has fooled us and be careless.”


  “That will split the group,” Greg said.


  “Yes, but the soldiers will kill them if I’m wrong. I’ll talk to the leader.”


  A quick conversation took place, and after a lot of arm waving, it was settled. The Taliban soldiers left towards Kabul, while Creswick and Greg moved toward the mountains. They had gone for an hour when Creswick saw a female footprint in a patch of snow with his flashlight. Both bent down to examine it, confident there were on the right trail.


  “Don’t use the flashlight again,” he said to Greg. “If they see the light, they will be ready for us.”


  “Do you think they are sleeping?”


  “Perhaps, but one will be on guard. We go very carefully from here.”


  



  * * * *


  



  Bill stopped them to rest. The going was tough, especially on Pipa, but necessary.


  “Are you okay?” asked Scott, watching her body language.


  “Fine, never been better,” she said with exhaustion in her tone.


  “Yeah, I can see. How about we stop for a while, Bill, to give her some rest?”


  “Okay, as long as one of us stays on guard. We change every two hours.”


  “Okay, you take the first watch,” Scott said.


  They settled down as best they could, and Pipa was soon asleep. Scott threw a blanket over her from his backpack and tried to get some sleep himself. He was awaked by Bill shoving him in the arm.


  “Shit, two hours up already?”


  “No, I saw a flashlight about two Ks away,” Bill said. “It went out quickly, but there is someone out there.”


  “So, what do you recommend?”


  “Could be a bit dangerous, but I think there is only a couple of them. How about you pretend to be asleep as they arrive? I hide behind those rocks with my shotgun. I can hardly miss from that distance.”


  “I agree. Pipa is in no condition to run until she’s had a rest.”


  Bill agreed. “Then we set the ambush.”


  Scott lay alongside Pipa until the enemy arrived.


  Scott remembered later when Bill told him he was aware of their presence when he heard them scurrying up the rocky ground. He smiled when he saw only two. He cocked his gun and waited.


  Scott was aware of Creswick standing over him with a gun pointing at his head.


  “Wakey wakey, Peters.” Creswick grinned.


  “Creswick. How did you find us?”


  “Does it matter? Now I want those files you have.”


  “What files?” Scott felt comfortable that there was only the two of them.


  “Don’t play games. You know what files.”


  “You mean the files that will put you away for the next twenty years?” Scott asked. “I don’t think so.”


  



  * * * *


  



  Pipa woke and was horrified to see both Greg and Creswick standing over them. “My God, Greg. So you have turned criminal with this scum.”


  “Had to. I don’t fancy spending years in prison.”


  Creswick grinned at Scott. “Now the files.”


  “I posted them to the government at the last post box.”


  “Sure, you did. The postal service can be slow here. Now. If you don’t hand them over, I will have to kill your girlfriend.”


  Pipa looked at Greg and shook her head. “You’d let him do that?”


  Creswick sneered. “Not his choice, it’s mine.”


  “I think you should drop your guns and surrender to us,” said Scott confidently.


  Creswick laughed. “I knew you had a sense of humour.”


  “I just don’t want to see you get your head blown off,” Scott said. “Or maybe I do.”


  “I agree,” said Bill, stepping out and pointing his shotgun at them both.


  Creswick looked around, and his face went white.


  “Drop them,” said Scott, rising to his feet.


  Greg dropped his immediately, as did Creswick.


  “You won’t get away with this,” Creswick said. “We will get you eventually.”


  “Not when the government gets their hands on this. They won’t want this to be made public, so they might just retire you and Pallister to some grave in the outback. That’s what you would do, wouldn’t you?” Scott received no reply, so he ordered them to sit on the rocky ground. “Take your shoes off,” he demanded.


  Greg looked at him in amazement. “Why?”


  “You can hardly catch up with us with bare feet. There is a road some ten Ks away that will take you to Kabul. By then, we will be on our way home. Do it.”


  Both began to remove their shoes, and Bill picked them up and tied them together.


  “Nice to have met you,” he said cheerfully.


  The trio left Creswick and Greg trying to hobble over the cold hard ground.


  “He would have killed us,” said Pipa as they moved quickly.


  “Yeah, but we’re not cold-blooded killers,” Scott said. “We kill to protect ourselves, but that’s all.”


  “I’m glad you didn’t. Greg is not as bad as Creswick. I think the money dragged him in.”


  “You know him better than I do. Bet you’re glad you dumped him.”


  She slipped her arms around his neck. “We all make mistakes.”


  “Is this a mistake?”


  She smiled and kissed him. “What do you think?”


  “It’s the sort of mistake I like.”


  Bill came to them. “Will you love birds can it? We still have a long way to go.”


  “We’re just friends,” said Pipa coyly.


  “Yeah, and I’m the Prime Minister. Move your asses.”


  They continued moving until dawn broke and they could see a road far below.


  “That’s the road to Kabul,” said Bill, now in a happy mood.”


  “So what do we do now?” asked Pipa, looking at the road.


  “We start walking towards Kabul and hope an American patrol picks us up. If we see Taliban then we will have another fight to contend with.”


  When they got closer to the road, Bill grabbed Scott’s arm. “Taliban.”


  They dropped to the ground and looked at the five soldiers walking together along the road.


  “They’re the ones who were with Creswick.”


  “Yeah,” said Scott, studying them. “There’s only five.”


  “That means they will be nervous after last time. How about you take two or three out? The rest will panic and run for the hills.”


  “Good thinking,” said Scott. He took his rifle from his shoulder and settled down into a firing position. “How far do you reckon?” he asked Bill, who studied them through his binoculars.


  “Maybe five hundred metres. Should be an easy shot.”


  Scott gave a grin. “That’s what I think, too.”


  He lined up one of the leading soldiers and pulled the trigger. The soldier went straight down as the others looked around, unsure where the shot had come from. Scott lined up another and fired with the same results. Utter panic set in, and the soldiers all ran zig-zagging off the road in the opposite direction. Some stood up and ran as fast as they could. Scott smiled and let go another shot, deliberately hitting the ground near their feet. This time, all ran as fast as they could away from the road.


  “That should see them off,” said Bill, amused at the panic Scott had inflicted.


  “We give them another half hour and walk down the road. Don’t think they will pursue us anymore.”


  They waited then continued their journey down the road. An hour later, they came to an American road block. Scott waved his arms and slowly approached until they were only fifty metres away.


  “Drop your weapon,” a soldier ordered, and Scott did just that. Several soldiers came running, alarmed until they got close.


  “We are escaping the Taliban. Can we join you?”


  “Who are you?”


  Scott explained what had happened. “We were driving to Kholm when we were ambushed. I’m Scott Peters, and this is Bill Fraser and Pipa Barrett. She’s a reporter for a Canberra newspaper. We were after a story until we ran into trouble. Bill and I used to be in the Australian SAS. We know where we are, but things went wrong. Can we get a lift back to Kabul?”


  “SAS, “said the Lieutenant.


  “Yeah, we know how to take care of ourselves, but Pipa needs protection.


  “There is a chopper coming to take care of a lightly wounded man. You can get a ride back with it.”


  “Thank God,” said Pipa, totally exhausted.


  “Don’t worry, Miss. You will be back there inside an hour.”


  When the chopper arrived, they were welcomed in. Soon, they reached the American Air Force base in Kabul. As soon as they stepped off the chopper, a squad of armed soldiers greeted them.


  “You will accompany us,” said the sergeant in command, so they followed the men to the barracks where they were ushered into the base commander’s office.


  “You said you are Scott Peters and this is Pipa Barret. Is that correct?”


  “Yes, sir. I was a member of the SAS some time ago. Is there a problem?”


  “Perhaps. I was told that the Australian Federal Police see you as a suspect in the murder of a few people. Especially the murder of the Muslim cleric.”


  “That’s all true. I was set up by some members of the Federal Police to be a patsy to cover their conspiracy.”


  “Better explain,” the commander said, leaning back in his chair.


  Scott told him about his employment and how his fingerprints were found on the murder weapon. How he was framed to take the heat. If he was dead, then their conspiracy would work.


  “So why are you in Afghanistan?”


  “Pipa and I found out that five million dollars were sent to a few phony companies all headed by a Roger Pallister, one of the head gurus of the police. We had to find evidence that he received the money. I learnt that the money came from Ohma Abas.”


  The man scowled. “You would have no chance of finding him. We’ve been looking for him for a long time.”


  “I know, but his money man is Mohamad El-Hasham, who resides as a civilian in a tiny village of Khlom. We persuaded him to give us the files of the transaction.”


  “Of course, he gave them willingly?” the commander asked.


  “I told him he was cheating Creswick, and I wanted proof that the money had been paid. He was scared and gave us a printout.”


  “What about the Taliban?”


  “Creswick turned up and had a group run us down. I was a sniper in the SAS and took care of a few.”


  “I see. Can I see the files?”


  Scott nodded to Pipa, who handed them over.


  The commander studied them and leaned back. “It looks as though you are telling the truth.”


  “We have to get back to Canberra, but can Pipa use your fax machine in case we lose the files?”


  “I can arrange that. Tell me the location of this man, and we will raid him. His computer will tell us a lot.”


  Pipa stepped in. “And can I use your phone to ring my editor?”


  He pointed to his phone, and Pipa picked it up. She dialled Fred and waited.


  “Scarla.”


  “Fred, its Pipa.”


  Fred sounded relieved. “Jesus, are you all right?”


  “I am now. What I’ve got is red hot.”


  “I’m listening.”


  “Before I tell you, I want you to wait until I get home before printing it,” Pipa said.


  “Why?” He sounded confused.


  “It could put you in danger. Promise.”


  “Okay. Let me have it.”


  “Look at your fax machine. I’ll send it all in a couple of minutes.” After the phone call, she sent off the files and sat back. “Now that’s done, let’s find a nice hot shower and a soft bed to sleep in.”


  Scott could see the smile on her face.


  “I could get to like you,” she said.


  “You can get a shower here,” said the base commander.


  “Thanks for the offer, but we want to find some good comfort before going home.”


  “Okay, I can get you a lift into Kabul to find a hotel.”


  “Thanks,” said Scott, shaking his hand. He turned to Bill. “And thanks to you, mate. We couldn’t have done it without you.”


  “You know how I like a bit of adventure. Have a good trip home and keep in touch,” Bill said.


  “I will, and if you ever come home, look me up.”


  “Will do.” Bill shook Scott’s hand and left.


  



  * * * *


  



  Creswick and Greg had a very painful trip to safety. Walking over rocky ground without shoes was something neither had experienced before. They had to make several stops to rest their feet before continuing their journey. At last, they reached a road but weren’t sure where it would take them. They did know that it was leading in the right direction but wasn’t the road they first came down.


  They sat on a rock to rest under the blazing heat, and both needed water to quench their thirst. At last, an old truck appeared, so Creswick stepped out and waved it down. They got a suspicious look from the driver, an old man with a very grey beard and weather-beaten face. Creswick got into conversation with him in Arabic, which Greg didn’t understand. Money was exchanged, and they climbed into the back of the truck. Each breathed a sigh of relief for the fact they didn’t have to walk any further.


  Two hours later, Kabul came into sight, and they were dropped off outside a hotel. Creswick booked a room with two beds, and both lay exhausted, trying to get their breath back.


  “So what’s the plan now?” asked Greg after they had rested.


  “We find those bastards and take care of them after we get back the files.”


  “They may have already left Afghanistan and are on their way home.”


  “I don’t think so,” Creswick said. “They haven’t had time to arrange things. I’ll ring around the hotels and see if they are booked into any of them.” He started straight away and soon found their hotel. “They are due to move out tomorrow,” he said.


  Greg sighed. He wanted no part of this, but he had no choice. “So how do we get them?”


  “I get some more guns and pick them up as they are about to leave for the airport.”


  Greg raised an eyebrow. “You know where we can get guns?”


  “I’ve been here before. Leave it to me.”


  He left the hotel and returned two hours later. Creswick handed Greg a Berretta with a silencer attached, and held one of his own.


  “I have a van hired, and we go before their checkout time.”


  Next morning, he looked at his watch. “Time to move.”


  Chapter 18


  Pipa stretched her arms above her head as she wore a satisfying smile. She leaned across the bed and lay her arm across Scott’s chest. He returned her smile and reached for her.


  “Sleep well?” he asked as he stroked her face.


  “I did wake around two. But that was very satisfying. How about you?”


  “Best night’s sleep I’ve ever had.”


  “How about showing me what you did last night. I’ve forgotten.”


  “Can’t have that,” he said, laughing. He began stroking her breasts, and she closed her eyes with a smile on her face.


  “Oh, yes,” she said as he progressed.


  “When we get back, we have to have a serious talk about where we are going.”


  “Shut up and don’t stop. We can talk later.”


  When he eventually entered her, she gave a little scream and met his thrusts with vigour.


  At last, they lay back in each other’s arms.


  “I have to admit, I’ve never felt like this before, even when I was with Greg.”


  “I’m glad you dumped him. If you hadn’t, we wouldn’t be together.”


  She leaned over him and twirled her fingers across his chest. “So we are together?”


  “You’re a hot-shot newspaper reporter, and I’m afraid you might get other interests once things are back to normal.”


  “Seriously, will you move to Canberra? I don’t want to lose you.”


  “You won’t unless you dump me, too.”


  “That would only happen if you strayed as Greg did.”


  “No chance there. It’s time we got dressed and flew out of here.”


  “Seeing we are pressed for time, perhaps we can share the shower together.”


  Scott grinned. “You always come up with great ideas.”


  They washed each other’s bodies, letting the warm water run over them. She noticed how he was beginning to become aware of her again, but she kissed him lightly.


  “Any more and I won’t be able to walk straight.”


  “Okay, you’re a hard woman, but I agree.”


  “You’re the one who is hard. Let’s get dressed and check out.”


  Half an hour later, they were dressed and had packed their small possessions. Scott checked them out, and they stepped out of the hotel to be greeted by a hot day.


  “I’ll try and find a taxi,” he said and saw a van approaching. It stopped in front of them, and the door opened for them to see Creswick smiling and pointing a gun at them.


  “Good morning, Peters, and you, Pipa. Get in.”


  Both were stunned but had no choice as the gun was waved in their faces. As soon as the door was closed, Greg drove off and headed for the desert.


  “You won’t get away with this,” said Pipa, frowning through her fear.


  “Of course, I will.” Creswick said little until they were ten Ks into the desert. No cars or soldiers were present, and Creswick ordered them to get out. They stood in front of him as Greg parked the car and joined them.


  “Now, first I want those files you got from El-Hasham.”


  “Which copy do you want?” said Scott, staring at him.


  “Copy? How many copies did you run off?”


  “Only three. I thought that would be enough.”


  “Bullshit. You haven’t had time. Where would these so-called copies be?”


  “In the post. I have one, one was sent to ASIO, and the other to the Director of the Federal Police. I’m sure they will be waiting for you when you get home.”


  “That’s utter crap,” Creswick said. “Pass me over the copy you have.”


  Scott nodded to Pipa, who reached into her pocket and produced the files. Creswick snatched them from her hand and read them as Greg held his gun on them.


  He seemed satisfied and turned to Greg. “It’s the files. Kill them.”


  “You mean murder them in cold blood?” Greg didn’t seem happy with the order.


  “Unless you want to spend the next twenty years in prison, this is the only way to go.”


  “I don’t think I can kill Pipa. We were close once.”


  “The bitch is being screwed by Peters. You mean nothing to her anymore.”


  “But murder. I’m a policeman.”


  “If you don’t, then I will.” Creswick pointed his gun at Scott, and Scott tensed himself for the shot to hit him.


  “Okay, I’ll do it,” said Greg, staring at Pipa. “Sorry, Pipa.” Then he turned to Creswick and fired three shots into him.


  Pipa stood with her mouth open. “You saved us?”


  “Yeah. I might be a cheating bastard, but I’m not a murderer. Looks as though I’m going to spend a few years in the clink.”


  “Not necessarily,” said Scott, looking at Creswick’s body.


  “What do you mean?” Greg asked.


  “You were brought here to arrest two desperate criminals on the orders of Creswick. Once you captured us, you were obliged to bring us back to face justice. Creswick ordered you to drive into the desert, but you were confused as to why. He ordered us to step out of the van and told you to kill us after he read the files I gave him. You were horrified and refused to do such an act. You read the files and could see we were entirely innocent. You tried to arrest Creswick, but he fired at you. You returned fire and shot him. Hell, you saved our lives and could come out of this as a hero.”


  He took in Scott’s words. “You think I can get away with it?”


  “You have two witnesses. But I suggest you don’t spend any more of the money for a few years. Perhaps an old aunt left it to you in her will or you had a big win at the races.”


  Greg began to smile. “Pipa, can we ever get back together?”


  “Sorry, Greg. I’m with who I want to be with. I love him.”


  Scott turned to her and nodded. “Likewise.”


  “I see. So how do we handle this?”


  “Easy,” Scott said. “Once you saw the files, you knew I was innocent and Creswick was the crook.”


  “What about Pallister?”


  “That problem will have to be faced once we get home. He could be arrested.”


  “He will say I was involved,” Greg said.


  “Of course, he will, but that will be a ruse to take the blame away from him. His name is on the files. Yours is not.”


  “Then we had better get back to Kabul and tell them about what happened,” Greg said.


  “Good idea. Better give me a hand to dump Creswick in the back of the van.”


  



  * * * *


  



  



  Pallister was at his desk when the phone rang.


  “It’s an overseas call, sir,” said his secretary.


  He smiled and looked at her. “This will be a private call, Denise. Can you leave the office?”


  “Of course, sir.” She stood up and walked out, closing the door behind her.


  He picked up the phone and answered. “Creswick, is it done?”


  “This is Mahomed El-Hasham here. Something has happened.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “That Australian Peters was here, and he got the files about the transaction. He will take it to the authorities.”


  “What’s happened to Creswick and Halpin?” Pallister asked.


  “Creswick is dead, apparently shot by Halpin, but that’s the story. Halpin is with this Peters and the woman. They are on their way back to Australia with the evidence. You had better be prepared.”


  “Shit,” he said loudly. “I can’t believe this.”


  “It looks as though everything that could have gone wrong has gone wrong. I suggest you take your money and disappear before you’re arrested.”


  “Okay.” Pallister hung up the phone. He sat staring into space with his thoughts. There was no choice now. He called Denise into the office. “Denise, I have to be out for the day. If anyone asks, you don’t know where I’ve gone. Understood?”


  “Yes, sir,” she said. “Shall I cancel your appointments for the day?”


  “Yes,” he said savagely. He stood up and left the office as quickly as he could. It may not have worked, but he would see that this Peters wasn’t around to see his win.


  



  * * * *


  



  Pipa, Scott, and Greg arrived back in Canberra.


  Scott turned to Greg. “If I were you, I would report to your big boss that Creswick was involved in the murder of the cleric. You went to Afghanistan with him to apprehend me, but when you found out the truth, you tried to arrest Creswick. He pulled out a gun and tried to kill you. You returned fire and killed him. They can verify this by contacting Pipa at the newspaper.”


  “What about Pallister?”


  “By now, I expect he has learned about the plot going wrong and has disappeared. You could show up as a hero who solved this case.”


  “Jesus, I hope you’re right. Don’t want to spend twenty years in prison.”


  “Pipa will write her story and contact ASIO and the Federal Police. Don’t spend any of the money for a few years.”


  



  * * * *


  



  They left him to follow up with the commissioner of the Federal Police. He went straight to the office and made an appointment marked urgent. He was admitted straight away.


  “This better be good, Halpin,” said the commissioner.


  “It is, sir. I’ve uncovered a plot by some of the Federal Police to cover up the assassination of the Muslim cleric.”


  “You mean our men are involved?”


  “Only two, sir,” Greg said.


  “Better explain.”


  Greg began to give him the tale of when he found out about Creswick and Pallister. Their involvement with the money and what happened in Afghanistan.


  “My God, this will be the biggest scandal we have ever encountered.”


  “Maybe, sir, but it will look good that we discovered the plot and arrested Pallister. Pipa Barret of the Canberra Chronicle has all the evidence. I think she is going to make it available to ASIO and to you.”


  The commissioner turned to his phone. “Alice, get my car ready in five minutes.”


  “Yes, sir. Where do you want to go?”


  “To the Canberra Chronicle. I want this kept quiet.”


  Twenty minutes later, he and Greg arrived at the newspaper. Pipa was at her desk and looked up to see the commissioner and Greg arrive.


  “Are you Pipa Barret?” the commissioner demanded, a scowl bigger than the Sydney Harbor Bridge on his face.


  “Yes, Commissioner. I presume this is about the plot to kill the cleric.”


  “Absolutely. I want to talk to you and your editor now.”


  He and Greg were taken into Fred’s office where the conversation took place.


  “My officer Greg Halpin tells me you have proof of a conspiracy about the murder of the Muslim cleric.”


  “We have,” said Fred. “Show him the files, Pipa.”


  She handed them over, and he sat and read them through.


  “I have to say, sir, that Detective Halpin saved our lives when he found out about the plot. If it wasn’t for him, I would be dead,” Pipa said.


  The commissioner almost ignored her comment. “It says five million dollars were sent to bogus companies headed by Roger Pallister.”


  “Yes, it seems Ohma Abas wanted this cleric dead, but it would damage him if he actually killed the man,” Fred said. “He wanted the Americans to be blamed. Even though he was killed in Australia. He would claim that Australia was in a conspiracy with the US.”


  The commissioner turned to Fred. “I want to make a phone call, and you can both listen in.” He dialled, pressed the speaker, and waited. “This is Commissioner Harris. I want Assistant Director Roger Pallister arrested and taken into custody. I mean now.”


  Pipa told him how Scott was framed by Creswick, along with the fingerprints. How he was expected to be killed, and the whole mess would be blamed on him. How Scott came to her and told her his version of the killing. How she believed him, and together they went to Afghanistan to get the proof.


  “And you met this El-Hasham. He just handed over the files?”


  “No, Scott told him that Creswick thought he was being cheated, and he wanted proof that the right amount of money had been passed over. The money man was only too happy to verify the transaction had taken place. Then we had a harrowing time escaping the Taliban after Creswick called them in.”


  “And this was when Greg saved you?” the commissioner asked.


  “Yes, Creswick took the files and was about to kill both me and Scott. Greg stopped him, and he tried to kill Greg to hide the evidence. I think he was going to blame Greg for our deaths. Greg returned fire and fortunately hit Creswick.”


  “I gather you see this as a scoop to be put out to the public,” the commissioner said.


  “That’s what newspapers do,” said Fred sternly.


  “I want to ask you to hold off until we investigate this thoroughly. It could damage the authority of the Federal Police and the whole justice system of Australia.”


  “And then we can print it?”


  “Yes, you have my word.”


  Fred looked at Pipa, who nodded. “Okay. How long will this take?”


  “I don’t know, but we will be thorough.”


  “Just one thing,” said Pipa. “I don’t want to see Greg made into a scapegoat for being with Creswick. One patsy is more than enough.”


  “I can assure you he will be taken good care of. Maybe a promotion is in store.”


  Greg held in a smirk and looked at Pipa.


  “Okay, we have a deal,” said Fred, smiling. “We get the scoop first.”


  “Agreed. Where do we find Scott Peters?”


  “He went home to Mansfield in Victoria but will soon be back here in Canberra,” Pipa said.


  “Then tell him I wish to speak with him as soon as he arrives back.”


  “Just another thing. He will still be accused of being a cold-blooded killer. I would like the TV to say he has been proved one hundred percent innocent.”


  “Fine, as long as you don’t give any details of the case. Just say the police are happy he is innocent and are investigating further.”


  



  * * * *


  



  Scott returned home but kept out of sight of the locals. He turned on the TV and sat back, satisfied with what he heard.


  The announcer said, “Hot News. The man thought to be the killer of the Muslim cleric has been proved entirely innocent. Police are investigating the case but are satisfied he had nothing to do with the killing.”


  He smiled and knew he could now walk down the street without being harassed as a cold-blooded killer. Now he had to make plans to move to Canberra and find somewhere to live.


  He went shopping and was greeted by a few of the people he knew.


  “Scott, great news, buddy. We knew you were innocent.”


  Similar greetings were given, and he felt relaxed. Next step was to put up his garage for sale and pack. He kept in touch with Pipa and was surprised that no big story had hit the headlines. She told him the deal with the commissioner to hold off until the investigation was complete.


  “When are you coming here?” she asked carefully.


  “As soon as I can unload the garage. I already have a few interested, so it could be soon. There could be a ninety-day wait for the sale to be finalised.”


  There was a pause. “And where will you live?”


  “That could be a problem. Rental is hard to find in Canberra.”


  “I know. I have plenty of room at my place until you get settled.”


  “Sounds good to me.”


  “There is a problem,” Pipa said. “I only have one bed.”


  “Is it a queen size?”


  “No, it’s a king size.”


  “I like to sleep on the right-hand side as I’m left-handed.”


  “What’s that got to do with it?” Pipa asked.


  He laughed. “Think about it.”


  Pipa chuckled. “I can live with that.”


  “Great. See you soon.”


  “Scott, I meant what I said when Greg asked me to move back with him.”


  “I did, too. I love you.”


  “Then get your ass here as soon as you can.”


  Chapter 19


  Pallister left the office and went straight to his bank. He always planned ahead in case things went wrong. He transferred the money to an account in the Caymans, then went to a place he knew no one would know about. It was in Dalmeny, a small town outside Narooma on the coast. A quiet little hamlet where numerous holiday homes had been built. Some were expensive-looking places, and others more humble homes. His overlooked the ocean and was an ideal hideaway. Because he was seldom there, the locals didn’t know who he was. That suited him perfectly. He knew the police would be looking for him, so he produced some fake number plates and fitted them to his car. His fury held no bounds.


  This Peters and Barret would pay dearly for what they did. He watched the TV all day, noting the progress of the police. After a few days, other news took over, so he felt a little relaxed. He did know a few unsavoury characters and planned to bring them into his plans. Four million dollars, it would have been better if Halpin and Creswick hadn’t been paid, but he could see himself slipping away to another country with an alias. He regretted bringing that Greg Halpin into the scheme. He did need someone who would wash the whole thing over, and Creswick thought he would be ideal seeing he was always broke. It seemed he was too honest to do as asked. The money he paid would have helped his cause, but he had to be satisfied in the four million he still had. Best to sit low for another week or so and then take care of Peters and Barret.


  



  * * * *


  



  Pipa was a little frustrated Pallister had not yet been found. She was itching to get the story on the front page but had to wait as asked. She was about to prepare her evening meal when the doorbell rang. She frowned and opened the door to see Scott standing there. Alongside him was a suitcase.


  “Good evening, lady. I’m looking for some accommodation, and I heard you had a room to rent.”


  She smiled. “I do, but the rent is exorbitant.”


  “I see. I don’t have much money, but I’m willing to work for it.”


  “Perhaps we can come to some arrangement. I require a deposit. Now kiss me, you fool.”


  He stepped inside and took her in his arms and found her lips.


  “I’ve missed you,” she said softly.


  “I’ve only been missing for two weeks.”


  “It felt like two years. Better have some dinner. I’m about to cook something.”


  “I didn’t know you could cook.”


  “Like a chef. I’ll do the dinner, and you can supply the dessert.”


  He gave her a grin. “Deal.”


  After dinner, he took her hand. “Better show me the sleeping arrangements. Do you fancy some dessert?”


  She smiled at him. “I thought you would never ask.”


  He closed the bedroom door and took her in his arms again. Soon, clothes were on the floor and both naked bodies filled the bed. The passionate love was unbelievable as far as Pipa was concerned. Later, she lay back alongside him.


  “Like I said the rent is exorbitant.”


  “I think I can afford it.”


  They enjoyed their closeness.


  “So you have sold the garage?”


  “Yeah, but I have to wait ninety days before its official. I closed it up and came here.”


  “So what are you going to do for a living, or are you going to sponge off me forever?”


  “I still get an Army pension, and I might use my skills to generate a job of some sort. Any ideas?”


  She touched her chin with her finger. “Let me think about it for a while. Still no sign of Pallister.”


  “He might be in some other country by now. He’s out of our hair anyway.”


  “It seems a shame he got away with it.” Pipa twirled her finger across his chest.


  “Yeah, but maybe justice will catch him up one day.”


  She sat up suddenly. “Look, you are a very clever man and very experienced. Have you given any thought of joining the police force?”


  He laughed. “Yeah, that would give Greg a chance to put a bullet into me.”


  “I meant the local police, stupid, and he wouldn’t do that.”


  “I’ll give it some thought. Right now, I have other things on my mind.”


  He grabbed her again, and she giggled.


  “You’re insatiable.”


  “I’m out of practice. I need the exercise.”


  “As long as I am the teacher then I agree.”


  She responded to his touch and lay back, enjoying another bout of lovemaking.


  



  * * * *


  



  Later, Scott got out of bed and went to the kitchen for a glass of water. He left the light off and glanced out of the window. What he saw made him gasp. A dark coloured car had been parked, and two men stepped out both holding guns.


  “Shit,” he said and ran into the bedroom. “Quick, Pipa, get some clothes on. Hurry.”


  “What’s wrong?”


  “There’s two thugs outside holding guns. We have to get out of here.”


  She threw some clothes on in a hurry and took his hand.


  “I don’t suppose you have a gun here?”


  “I’m a reporter.”


  “Anything I can use as a weapon?”


  “I used to play softball when I was eighteen. I think my old softball bat is in the linen closet.”


  He opened the closet door and saw the bat in the corner. Both heard the door being opened. Obviously, the thugs had picked the lock as silently as they could. Scott pushed her into the closet and stood with the bat raised. The man crept along in the dark, holding his gun ahead of him. When he reached the closet, Scott opened the door and brought the bat down on his arm as hard as he could. He heard the arm snap, and a howl escaped from the man’s mouth. He dropped the gun, and Scott quickly picked it up. The man turned and ran for the open front door with the other man alongside him. Both jumped into their car and sped off.


  “Who were they?” asked Pipa, still scared.


  “Don’t know, but I can guess. Pallister might be seeking revenge.”


  Pipa was horrified. “God, what will we do?”


  In a calm manner, he turned to her. “Fancy a little trip to a small town?”


  “You mean Mansfield?”


  “Yeah. The house is still mine for the next three months. Could be safer.”


  “I’ll pack some things,” she said quickly. “I feel safer when you’re around.”


  “Let’s go,” he said.


  Together they climbed into his car and took off.


  “Better ring your boss once we get there. He will have to know what’s happened.”


  “What about the police?” Pipa asked.


  “Pallister may still have a few contacts with corrupt cops. Better keep this quiet for a while.”


  “It will be four when we get there.”


  “Yeah.” He grinned. “And I only have a queen-sized bed.”


  She punched him on the arm. “Is that all you ever think about?”


  “Only when I’m near you.”


  She smiled and squeezed his hand as he drove.


  



  * * * *


  



  Next morning, Pipa rang Fred. “Won’t be in for a few days, Fred.”


  “Are you sick?” He sounded concerned.


  “No. Scott and I had a couple of visitors, both armed. Scott disarmed one, and they ran off. We think it may have been Pallister after us for revenge.”


  “Shit, where are you?”


  “Better not tell you that. Scott thinks there may still be a few corrupt cops around. It’s safer to stay here for a while.”


  “Do you want me to contact the cops?” Fred asked.


  “Not yet. I feel safe when Scott is around.”


  “You really care about him, don’t you?”


  “I really do. Never been happier except for this shit.”


  “Okay, keep in touch. If you need anything, you know where to come.”


  “Thanks, Fred. Love you.” She closed off her mobile and turned to Scott. “Okay, smarty pants. What happens now?”


  “I make a few preparations in case Pallister finds out where we are.”


  “What sort of preparations?”


  “We go to the supermarket to buy some stuff. I’ll show you how to make a bomb.”


  “Are you serious?”


  “Very,” Scott said. “Have to be prepared.”


  “At the supermarket?”


  “Making a bomb is easy if you know what sort of ingredients to use. Most can be bought in the supermarket. Civilians have no idea what you can do.”


  She shook her head. “Remind me never to upset you.”


  “It’s all the training I did with the SAS. We learnt things you would never suspect.”


  “I’ll stick to reporting.”


  They went into Mansfield, and Scott bought what he needed. He even went to a plumbing store and bought some metal items that he could use as the casing for the bombs.


  “I need some cotton string,” he said and put a roll into his basket.


  Pipa looked amazed at the assortment of common stuff he bought. At last, he had everything he needed, and they returned to his home.


  “You’re not going to blow the place up, are you?”


  He grinned. “Watch and learn.”


  She saw him mix up a concoction that included sugar. After adding his ingredients, he cut the cotton yarn into strips and soaked them in the mixture. He then placed them on a tray and put it in the oven. After half an hour, he removed the tray and let the cotton yarn cool. When it had cooled, he cut off a small strip of the now stiff yarn and lit the end. Pipa watched as it slowly burnt the length.


  “It’s a fuse,” she said.


  “Now I can make the bombs.”


  The plumbing material he bought included small lengths of steel pipe threaded at each end. He fitted a cap to each end and drilled a hole in one end. She watched as he placed a small piece of cotton yarn in the hole and saw him light it. Scott timed it to see how long it took to burn down.


  “Okay, I’ll fill the ingredients for the bombs and fit the fuses. That should be right to go.”


  “Is all this necessary?” asked Pipa, shaking her head.


  “I hope not, but you have to be prepared for anything.”


  “And you have a weapon?” This was getting out of hand as far as she could see.


  “One hunting rifle that hasn’t been used since I came back from the Army. Never go hunting, and the handgun I took from our visitor.”


  “You mean anyone can make a bomb like this? That’s terrifying.” Her mouth dropped open.


  “Unfortunately, they use the Internet. Only a terrorist would make one.”


  “Any other preparations?” she asked.


  “Yeah. Have you ever been camping in the mountains?”


  “Only in Afghanistan. Does that count?”


  “No desert here, but it can get cold.”


  Pipa shook her head. “God, what have I got myself into?”


  Pipa was amazed at what this man could do. He was no ordinary civilian, and she was glad he was there to protect her. When he was finished, he lay everything out on the floor. The bombs, the weapons, plenty of ammunition, camping gear, food, blankets, and a few other things such as a cigarette lighter, even though he didn’t smoke. He packed most of them into a small canvas backpack, including the bombs.


  “What now?” she asked, seeing the satisfied look on his face.


  “I need to go back into town and see a few people.”


  “Why?” He continued to mystify her.


  “Try and get a first warning sign.”


  She went with him as he moved to a few shops and spoke to some of his friends. Most gave him a warm greeting as they had all seen and read about his innocence.


  One such friend, Terry Handcock, welcomed him warmly. “Scott, great to see you again, mate.”


  “I’m after a favour, Terry.”


  “Sure, if I can help.”


  “There are still some bad people out there looking for me. If anyone asks around about where I live, can you give me a ring and warn me?”


  “Sure. I’ll plead innocence and have never heard of you.”


  “Thank, mate. I appreciate that. I have a lady to protect.”


  Terry looked at Pipa and grinned. “Half your luck. She’s gorgeous.”


  An hour later, he had seen several of his friends, so they returned to his home.


  Chapter 20


  Pallister swore when his two men returned, one with a broken arm. “Can’t you two idiots do anything right?”


  “He ambushed us. He was waiting with a big bat.”


  Pallister turned to the injured man. “Get to the hospital and tell them you tripped down some steps. Nothing else. Then get back here. I need a few more reinforcements.”


  When the men left, he went to his computer and typed in Scott Peters. What came up was the newspaper reports first saying he was a cold-blooded killer then reports from the police that he was proved entirely innocent. He read Scott’s background and saw he lived in a small country town in Victoria called Mansfield. No address, only the town. He turned off the computer and made a few phone calls. He now knew Peters was a dangerous man, and he needed at least eight men to do the job.


  



  * * * *


  



  Three days later, Terry Handcock was serving a customer in his delicatessen when two men entered. Terry looked out of his window to see two cars parked. One held four men and the other two. It immediately aroused his suspicion.


  “Can I help you, mate?” he asked, giving a pleasant smile.


  One was a big man, who had a three-day growth on his chin and wore a deep scowl. No pleasantries. “I’m looking for a friend who lives here.”


  “A friend? Well, I don’t know everyone in Mansfield, but I do know most of my customers. Who is you friend?”


  “His name is Scott Peters.”


  “Oh, of course. I know Scotty. Short fat guy about sixty. Has a big moustache.”


  “That doesn’t sound like him.”


  “No? Of course, I’m getting confused. I’m talking about Angus McGregor. They call him Scotty because he’s a Scotsman.”


  The men looked at each other then back to Terry.


  “I have a photo.” He handed a photo of Scott across.


  Terry peered at it. “I know that face. Isn’t he the one who was blamed for some sort of assassination? It was all over the news.”


  “Yes. Do you know where he lives?”


  Terry rubbed his chin. “I think he lives on a small farm about eight Ks from Mansfield.” Terry pointed in the opposite direction to where Scott lived. “It’s painted red and has a big barn visible from the road. No other house close by.”


  The men smiled at each other and left the shop. As soon as they left, Terry picked up his phone.


  Scott answered straight away.


  “It’s Terry. I think your friends have arrived. There’s eight of them in two cars.”


  “Thanks, Terry. How long?”


  “I told them I wasn’t sure if I knew you but directed them in the opposite direction to the Murphy farm. Could be fifteen minutes or more.”


  “I might be away for a few days, Terry. Thanks again.”


  



  * * * *


  



  Scott replaced the phone and turned to Pipa. “Time to go. That was Terry, and he said eight thugs are here looking for me.”


  “Oh, God. I’m scared.”


  “Don’t be. I know the National Park around Buller like the back of my hand. They probably don’t. I could hide there forever, and they won’t find me.”


  “But we can’t live there forever.”


  “Of course not. This will be fun again, just like Afghanistan.”


  Pipa shook her head. “Afghanistan was never fun.”


  “Be brave. I’ll take care of you.”


  “You’d better, or I’ll never speak to you again.”


  He kissed her gently and grabbed their bags. “Let’s go.”


  Before leaving, he scribbled a note on a piece of paper and left it on the table.


  He picked up his bag of goods, and they climbed into his car and drove off.


  



  * * * *


  



  The killers drove to the farm and found the owner, sixty-year-old Tom Murphy, working in the front garden. He leaned on his shovel and watched the men alight from their cars.


  “Can I help you?” he asked pleasantly, but did feel a little uneasy to see eight men step out of two cars.


  “Is this where Scott Peters lives?” one asked, frowning. Something was not right.


  “Peters? You’ve come in the wrong direction. Scott lives on the other side of town in a small garage. His house is at the back.


  “How far out of town?” No pleasantries, only a scowl and anger in his tone.


  “About one K. You can’t miss it.”


  Without another word, they went back to their cars and drove off.


  



  * * * *


  



  The garage came up, and the men grabbed their guns and ran to the entrance.


  “Go around the back,” the leader said, motioning with his gun. He waited at the front and heard glass being broken.


  The door was opened, and one of the men stepped aside. “It’s empty,” he said as the others rushed in.


  They searched the place, and one found a piece of paper on the kitchen table. It was a note indicating the National Park with a red circle drawn around it.


  “That’s where they went,” he said, scowling again.


  “That’s to Mount Buller, isn’t it?”


  “Jesus, how clever of you,” he said sarcastically. “Let’s move now.”


  “Be careful. This guy is no fool. He wants us to come to him.”


  They drove as quickly as they could and came to a parking area where Scott had left his car. It was the only car there.


  



  * * * *


  



  Scott and Pipa began to climb up the face of the mountain. The going was not hard as it was not yet snow season. The ground was covered with gum trees and thick bush. The higher they got, the more the view improved. Soon, they had a panoramic view of the country below.


  “This will do,’ said Scott, satisfied they would be out of view of the killers.


  “Are you sure they will come?” asked Pipa.


  “Unless they are stupid, they will. I left a note to tell them where we are.”


  Her mouth dropped open. “Why would you do that?”


  “If we have to fight them then I want it to be on my grounds, not theirs.”


  “So what do I do?”


  “Get the bombs out ready to use,” Scott said.


  Scott waited with his binoculars ready for any movement below. At last, he saw two cars pull up and eight men get out, all holding guns of various sorts. Two had automatic assault rifles, while the others held handguns. He watched them start to climb the path leading to where they were hiding. Scott let them get within a hundred meters before he acted. They were directly below a steep rocky climb and would have the same difficulty he had found when he and Pipa climbed up. To Pipa’s amazement, he called out.


  “Hey, guys, I suggest you all retreat and leave before some of you get hurt.”


  His voice carried down and was met with some automatic gunfire.


  “Last chance, guys. Better leave now.”


  More fire was heard, but Scott knew they had no idea where he was. He aimed his rifle and pulled the trigger. The leading man fell backwards as the bullet hit him in the chest. More shots were fired, but none came anywhere near Scott.


  He aimed again and brought a second man down. Panic set in as some scrambled to hide behind any cover they could find.


  “Two down. You want some more?” Scott turned to Pipa. “Light one of the fuses and pass it over.”


  She did as he asked and handed him the first bomb. He hurled it down the hill and watched as it bounced and gained speed. It had just swept passed them and exploded. Yells of terror were heard. One screamed as some of the shrapnel hit him.


  “Still want to try?” yelled Scott. “Three down and five to go.”


  Another flurry of shots met him, so he nodded to Pipa. She lit another fuse and passed it to him. He dropped it over the edge and watched as it bounced down the slope. It exploded, and another scream was heard. Next thing Scott saw, four of them hurrying down the slope to their car as fast as they could move. They drove off in one of the cars, leaving one man behind, holding his shoulder. Scott made his way down and looked at the wounded man. He stared at Scott with fear in his eyes.


  “Don’t kill me. Please.”


  Scott aimed his hand gun at the man. “Depends. Tell me where Pallister is.”


  Fear filled the expression on his face. “He’s in Dalmeny just past Batemans Bay.”


  “The address?”


  “32 Fisherman’s Drive. It’s an isolated house.”


  “Okay. Here’s what you are going to do. You will go back to him and tell him I’m pissed and I’m coming for him. Understand?”


  The man nodded and stood up, still holding his shoulder. Scott watched him hurry down the slope to the other car, climb in, and drive off.


  “Hell,” said Pipa. “You are a very dangerous man.”


  “Me? I’m as gentle as you can find.”


  She squeezed his hand. “If I ever piss you off, are you going to kill me?”


  “God, no. Why would you think that?”


  “Just a thought.”


  He pulled her close. “I would never hurt anyone I love, no matter how much they piss me off.”


  “You are amazing, and I love you.”


  “Now there’s a coincidence. Ever thought of getting married?”


  “Not until now, but I can think about it.”


  “Just a thought. Waking up alongside you every morning would be a dream come true.”


  “For me, too.”


  “Okay, we are going to Dalmeny in the next couple of days.”


  “Won’t Pallister send more men after us?” Pipa asked.


  “Only if he can find some, and I seriously doubt that. Once the word gets around, he might have a lot of difficulty. I think he might be making plans to leave the country.”


  “Then we should tell the police.”


  “I will once we get to Dalmeny. Don’t want to miss the fun.”


  “God, you’re insane. Let the police handle it.”


  He smirked. “I never leave things undone if I can help it. He might get away, and we would always be looking over our shoulders. Do you want that?”


  “I don’t like it, but I understand. Could be another scoop here.”


  He grinned at her. “See, I knew you had a sense of adventure.”


  She slipped her arms around his neck. “I suppose someone has to keep their eyes on you in case you get hurt.”


  Chapter 21


  Pallister glared at the man standing before him. “Are you telling me eight of you couldn’t handle one man?”


  “He ambushed us. He shot two and blew another up with a homemade bomb. He’s dangerous.”


  “And where are the others?”


  “They ran like frightened rabbits. He had us in his sights all the time. He left a note giving us a hint of where he was. Then he lay in wait.”


  “In the National Park?”


  The man nodded. “He was up high and looked down on us. He knew what he was doing.”


  “And now you have no idea where the others went?”


  “They all fled. There was something else.”


  Pallister glared at him again. “What?”


  “He said don’t bother coming for him again as he was pissed off and coming after you.”


  Pallister’s face paled. Getting more men would be difficult, and Peters would be here before that could happen. “Right. Go. I’ll handle this myself.”


  



  * * * *


  



  Scott loaded his car up with all the gear he thought he would need. He even took the last bomb in case it was needed.


  “How long will it take to get there?” asked Pipa thoughtfully.


  “Two hours back to Canberra and another four hours to Dalmeny.”


  “It’s almost nine now. That means it will be afternoon before we reach Dalmeny.”


  “Yes. It will give us a chance to sus the place out. I will need to find this Fisherman’s Drive first.”


  “I’m sure there will be a tourist map somewhere.”


  The drive back was long and fairly silent as each thought about what will happen.


  “How do you think Pallister will react?” asked Pipa, breaking the silence.


  “Not well. I learnt in Afghanistan that when the hunters become the hunted, they start to panic and make mistakes.”


  She nodded. “So that’s why you sent back a warning that you were coming after him.”


  “Yes. Now he is alone and without his power. He has money to buy goons, but after what we did, he might have trouble finding more. If I were him, I would book a flight to some place where extradition with Australia doesn’t exist. I want to get him before he can leave.”


  She sighed. “You are too clever to be a motor mechanic.”


  “What’s wrong with motor mechanics?”


  “Nothing at all. They work hard and do a good job, but you have potential to do something better.”


  “Like seducing women. That sort of thing.”


  She punched him on the arm. “If you were into that then you would have a string of women chasing you. I like you just the way you are.”


  He frowned slightly and looked at her. “Have you given any thought about us once this is over?”


  “What do you mean?”


  He shrugged. “Look, you are a first-class journalist. You are in contact with all sorts of important people. You’re also gorgeous and must have plenty of temptation. Can you be stuck with a moron like me?”


  She smiled at him. “I was in a relationship with Greg for a while. Strangely, I never considered marrying him. I enjoyed what we did, but that was it. I wanted loyalty in a relationship and didn’t get it. I was never madly in love with him. We were good for each other, but nothing more. You, on the other hand, are different.”


  “In what way?” he asked, looking at her.


  “You are kind-hearted, loving, and loyal. You’re very smart and not a killer and have a strong sense of honesty. I never thought I could settle down with a man for a long time, but, fortunately or unfortunately, I love you. I never want to lose you. If you want to make this permanent, then just ask me. Never know what I will say.”


  “I’ve only been in love once before, and you know how that finished. Other women never interested me until now. Maybe we were waiting for each other.”


  She nodded. “We should talk some more about this once this is over.”


  “Agreed. I’ll look forward to it.”


  Both settled down to their own private thoughts until Canberra came up.


  “Let’s go to my place, and we can shower and change clothes,” Pipa said.


  “Sounds good to me. It will only take half an hour, and we can afford that.”


  They entered her home, and both went to the bathroom. Instantly, they shed their clothes, and Pipa turned on the shower. She grabbed his hand and pulled him into the recess.


  “Half an hour, you said?”


  He grinned at her. “Maybe a little longer.”


  Soon, he had her up against the shower wall, and she stroked his body as he did with hers.


  “Oh, God,” she muttered as he entered her. She wrapped her legs around him as he thrusted into her.


  Later, they dried each other and quickly searched for their clothes. Scott looked at his watch.


  “We’re an hour behind time.”


  “How did that happen?” She smiled.


  “Shut up and get dressed, or we might be another hour late.”


  “Promises, promises.” She quickly dressed and waited for him to do the same.


  They climbed into the car and headed for Dalmeny.


  



  * * * *


  



  Dalmeny was a small tourist town. Lots of holiday houses, great views of the ocean, and only a short drive to Narooma. They came off the highway to pass the town bowling green where some elderly people were indulged in their chosen sport. They came to a small group of shops, so Scott pulled in and parked the car. Both alighted to look at the local map, and they soon found Fisherman’s Drive. One shop sold groceries and other goods, so Scott entered and looked around. Nothing unusual, so he bought a small notepad and a packet of envelopes.


  “You’re going to write a letter?” said Pipa, again amazed.


  “Just a short note. Got a pen?”


  She handed over a pen, and he went to a desk by the postal area and began writing. When he finished, he handed it to Pipa, who shook her head.


  It read: We’re here, Pallister, and are looking forward to catching up with you. You know, of course, I can hit a bottle from five hundred meters. I look forward to seeing you step outside into the sunshine. See you soon.


  “You’re going to send him a note and warn him. Are you crazy?”


  “Not really. It’s getting towards evening and will be dark in a few hours. If you were him and you got a threatening letter like this, would you get a good night’s sleep?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “He will sit up all night, not knowing when I’m going to strike, while we will go into Narooma and book a motel room and get a solid night’s sleep. By morning, he may not be able to keep his eyes open.”


  “You are the most devious man I have ever met.” She stared at him, understanding his tactics.


  “Nice of you to say so. Let’s go into Narooma and get something to eat, but first, the letter has to be delivered.”


  Outside the shop, he saw a young boy on a skateboard and smiled.


  “Say, son, are you interested in earning twenty dollars?”


  The boy looked at him suspiciously. “My mum says not to talk to strangers.”


  “And your mum is a very wise woman. All I want is for you to deliver a letter to an address here.”


  The boy looked at the twenty-dollar noted Scott held. “What is the address?”


  “32 Fisherman’s Drive, but you can’t put it in the letter box. You have to hand it to the man who lives there.”


  “What’s his name?” The boy reached for the note.


  “Mr. Pallister. Just tell him a man gave it to you, but you don’t know who I am.”


  “Okay, if that’s all you want me to do.”


  “That’s all,” said Scott and gave him the sealed letter.


  The boy hopped on his skateboard and headed towards Fisherman’s Drive.


  



  * * * *


  



  When someone knocked loudly on the front door, Pallister opened it just a crack and peered out.


  “What do you want, boy?” he asked, snarling.


  “I was asked to give you a letter, mister.”


  “By who?”


  “Don’t know his name. He was with a pretty girl and fairly young.”


  Pallister snatched the letter slammed the door. Pallister opened the note and gasped.


  “Fuck,” he uttered, and panic began to set in. He ran to his desk and pulled out a revolver, checking that it was fully loaded. His thoughts rolled over as to the best way to handle Peters. It was getting dark, and he expected Peters to come in the dark. Well, he was going to be ready. He checked all the doors and windows and sat to wait. He expected Peters to come probably in the early hours of the morning. He would be ready.


  Chapter 22


  Scott headed for Narooma, only a fifteen-minute drive away. Suddenly, he stopped the car and pulled into an off-road area.


  “Why are we stopping?” asked Pipa, staring at him. “This is not Narooma.”


  “Fancy some fish and chips?”


   He pointed to a shop on the other side of the road. She nodded.


  “I could be talked into it.”


  He grinned, and both entered the shop. Scott gave his order, as did Pipa. When they were served, they walked across the road and sat on the grass overlooking the ocean.


  They opened the paper parcel and began to eat.


  “This is wonderful,” said Pipa, enjoying herself.


  He passed over a can of soft drink he had also bought. “Beats sitting in a stuffy restaurant with a crowd of people. I guess I’m an outdoor man.”


  “Do you know I’ve never done this before? I’ve always been a city girl who can snatch a sandwich on the run to some story.”


  “Just shows the advantage of being with me.”


  “Do you know the last month has been the most frightening but wonderful experience I have ever had?”


  He continued eating. “Glad to hear it. I always try to give you pleasure.” He screwed up the paper and deposited in a nearby refuse bin. “Better go and get some accommodation. I will come back around ten tonight to give Pallister a scare.”


  “What are you going to do?”


  “Throw a rock through one of his windows. You don’t have to come.”


  “Why are you doing that?” she asked.


  “Because it will make Pallister stay up all night while we have a relaxing sleep in the motel. He won’t be game to put his head down.”


  “As I said, you are a very devious man. He made a huge mistake using you for his scheme.”


  They found a motel in Narooma and booked in for the night. At ten, Scott left Pipa to get some rest and returned to Dalmeny. It was very dark, with no moon, so he crept up to the house, found a rock, and hurled it into a back window. Grinning, he ran back to his car and drove to the motel. He could imagine the panic thought that ran through Pallister once he heard the glass break. He returned to Pipa in the motel.


  “Don’t know about you, but I need some sleep,” he said, sitting on the bed.


  “That makes two of us. It went well?”


  He grinned. “Yeah.”


  Both slept without a worry in the world and were woken by a knock on the door, signalling breakfast.


  Scott wiped his mouth on a paper serviette and turned to Pipa. “Time to go.”


  Soon, they were back in Dalmeny and parked down the road from Pallister’s house.


  “You’re not really going to kill him, are you?” asked Pipa as she watched him unload his equipment.


  “No, I’m just going to invite him to surrender.”


  “And he’ll be happy to do that?”


  “Watch and learn.” He took out the last remaining bomb. “You’ll see.”


  He crept to within a few meters of the house, keeping well out of sight. Scott stood up and threw a rock through the front window. The crash brought Pallister out of his semi-conscious state. It was answered by a few shots given in random, as Pallister had no idea where it came from. Scott smirked at the result. He called out.


  “Pallister. Better come out and surrender.”


  Another couple of shots were the answer.


  “Don’t want to kill you, but I will unless you surrender.”


  “Just try, Peters,” Pallister replied and fired another shot.


  “Do you know why your goons didn’t succeed?”


  No answer.


  “I threw a couple of bombs at them. Hurt a couple, and they ran like rats.”


  “Just try it and see where it gets you,” Pallister said.


  “Is that your final answer?”


  Another volley of shots rang out.


  “Too bad. I hate to destroy your house, but so be it.”


  Scott nodded to Pipa, who lit the fuse of the now dud bomb. He took it from her and hurled it through the window of the house. Seconds later, Pallister ran outside of the house. He dived to the ground with his hands over his head, waiting for the explosion. Scott stepped out with a rifle pointing at his body.


  Scott turned to Pipa. “Get the ties from the backpack.”


  Terror was still in Pallister’s face. “The bomb. It will kill us.”


  “It would if I hadn’t removed the explosives inside it.”


  He quickly tied Pallister’s hands behind him then reached for his phone.


  “Commissioner Harris.”


  “It’s Scott Peters, sir. I have captured Pallister and will wait until you send someone to pick him up.”


  “My God. Where are you?”


  “In a small coastal town of Dalmeny. He was living in the house at 32 Fisherman’s Drive.”


  “It’s past Batemans Bay, isn’t it?”


  “Yeah. It may take you a couple of hours to get there,” Scott said.


  “Sit tight. I’ll get a helicopter. Should be there in half an hour.”


  “Right. We’ll be on the front lawn. Don’t shoot us.”


  “Us?” the commissioner asked.


  “Yeah, I have Pipa Barret with me. She’s itching to write her story.”


  “Okay. Don’t tell anyone what you have. Not even the local police.”


  “I think they would have to come from Narooma.”


  “Good. Sit tight.”


  Scott turned to Pipa. “They’re on their way.”


  “So we just wait.”


  “Don’t know about you, but I could do with a coffee. I’m sure Pallister has some in the house.”


  Pipa shook her head in wonder. “Doesn’t anything upset you?”


  “Yeah. When people try to set me up, I do get a bit stroppy.”


  He dragged Pallister into the house and boiled the kettle. He made the coffee and dragged him outside again while they drank it. Soon a helicopter arrived and landed on the front lawn. Three Federal Police leapt out and bundled Pallister into the chopper.


  “Where do you take him?” Scott asked.


  “You don’t want to know,” one of the officers answered.


  They watched the chopper take off and disappear.


  “Looks like you can write your scoop now,” he said, grinning at Pipa.


  “Yes, but I have to check in with Fred and the commissioner.”


  “You mean they might censor it.”


  “Not sure. I will have to see.


  



  * * * *


  



  Next day, they sat with the commissioner as they discussed what had happened.


  “Write your story, Pipa, but I want to see it before you print. I want no mention of Pallister. Just say you discovered the source of the plot, and it had been resolved.”


  “Why. What’s wrong in mentioning Pallister?”


  “This could destroy the credibility of the Federal Police. Mention the fact that the identity of the crooks have been made, and the Police are investigating. You can mention Creswick as being the main source of the corruption. That should do it.”


  “And what will happen to Pallister?”


  “He will be advised to resign because of ill health. Nothing more.”


  Pipa was furious. “You mean he will get away with this?”


  The commissioner smiled. “I didn’t say that. Let us take care of it.”


  Scott grabbed her arm. “Leave it, Pipa. They know what they are doing.”


  She could see the determination in his eyes and nodded.


  “Okay,” she said reluctantly.


  The commissioner thanked them for their cooperation, and Pipa and Scott went to her place.


  “Do you mind telling me what is going on?”


  “Simple. The commissioner can’t have the credibility of the force taken down any more than it has. If the Assistant Director is seen to be a crook, then that will have repercussions on the force and the government. That would destroy the Federal Police. He will just disappear into some prison somewhere, never to be let out.”


  “Then that’s it then?”


  “I hope so. Can’t see any other problems.”


  Pipa wrote her story, and it made front page. Another item appeared on the third page about Assistant Director Roger Pallister having to resign because of ill health. The police wanted to thank him for the years of service he gave to the force. It is thought he may have a terminal disease.


  Scott knew exactly what would happen to Pallister. In a couple of months, it would be announced that he had passed away and the appropriate condolences given.


  Best not to give his thoughts to Pipa.


  He looked lovingly at Pipa, who returned the expression.


  “So what are we going to do now?” she asked, slipping her arms around his neck.


  “I can think of a few things,” he said before kissing her.


  “Apart from that. Where are we headed?”


  “Where do you want us to head?”


  “I told you how I felt when I was with Greg,” Pipa said.


  “Yeah, you liked him, but not enough for marriage.”


  “That’s true. What about you?”


  “Never thought I would meet another girl I would like to marry. She probably couldn’t handle my way of life.”


  “So you are off for more adventure then.”


  “Depends,” Scott said.


  “On what?”


  “On whether you can change your mind about marriage.”


  She stepped back. “Are you proposing to me?”


  “Would it shock you if I was?”


  “I would think about it for a while before I gave an answer.”


  “How long is a while?” he asked.


  She looked at her watch. “About two minutes.”


  He grinned at her. “Pipa Barret. Will you marry me?”


  “Absolutely. I thought you would never ask.”


  “I will need to find a job somewhere. I can’t have you keeping me in luxury.”


  “Ever thought about being an investigating reporter?”


  “I’m not a journalist,” he said.


  “No, but you are very good in finding facts. I’m sure Fred will hire you. You discover the facts, and I write the story.”


  “It might work. I know this inquisitive reporter who never lets go of a story. I think I could work with her.”


  “Really. What’s she like?”


  “Tall, slim, beautiful, and a great lover. I think about her every day.”


  “A good lover, you say. How about showing me what she does? I might learn something.”


  He looked at his watch. “I think I have the time.”


  She punched him on the arm. “I love you, Scott Peters.”


  “That’s funny. I love you, too.”
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