
  
    
      
    
  


  
    ABACUS


    


    CHAPTER 1 – MAKE IT SNAPPY


    


    “I hope you guys appreciate the thought I have put into this, it is true theatre,” Randall announced, casually swinging his legs from the fork of the huge gum tree. “You really need to know how this all works to appreciate how ingenious it is.”


    The drowsy president looked down from his swinging position in the tree to his companion who was counterbalanced hanging just above ground level.


    “See the pulley up there,” Randall said, pointing to a wheel wedged in a fork of the tree higher up. “Well, that joins you both, you are both connected to the same rope a little like an umbilical cord, I suppose. Only this umbilical cord will not sustain life, it will end it.”


    The president struggled to move his limp harnessed body to no avail. He couldn’t even manage to get a swing going.


    “Oh yeah and don’t try to move, there is no point,” Randall said, cleaning his fingernails with a sharp twig.


    “Rodney, sorry, President… which do you prefer?”


    There was no response.


    “Rodney, you should be able to feel a little pain at the top of your neck ’cause you have both been injected with an epidural, and because it is injected so high up, your arms and legs are totally paralysed.”


    The president panicked, jerking his head back and forth, which made his legs and arms move ever so slightly, as if he were being blown by a light breeze. “You are bloody crazy, you will regret this. I will make sure you are fucking dead when I get out of here, dead.”


    Randall looked down at him with an amused expression. “Are you seriously going to threaten me? You have no idea of what you have done, and the person you have crossed. You are certainly not in a position to intimidate anyone.” Randall stretched down with his leg and pushed the forehead of the president with the underside of his boot, causing him to swing back and forth. “Now, smart-ass, you are the ones who crossed the line. You should have known better than to involve my family. Shooting me is fine, but leave my family out of it. So now you and Pete down there will pay the price for your stupidity. The last thing you will see before you die will be me, and I will be grinning.”


    He looked across the peaceful panorama of the large expansive billabong before him. Water birds busily submerged their beaks as they fished in the shallows, cheered on by cackling kookaburras high in the native treetops. Randall squinted as the afternoon sun danced and glistened on the water. It was a scene any artist would die for.


    “El Presidente, there are two people who you don’t fuck with. One is God, if he does in fact exist. The other is the Abacus, and quite frankly God might have been a better option as you will soon find out.”


    “What’s this bullshit about the Abacus, never heard of him.”


    Randall looked out onto the mudflats on the opposite side of the billabong. He could see the telltale signs in the form of deep, wide drag marks leading from the mangroves to the water’s edge. “Never mind who the Abacus is… when the Abacus wants you dead, you die.”


    “You don’t scare me, you copper cunt. Once I get out of here you are fucked.”


    Randall chuckled. “El Presidente, you may think you are a tough guy now, and I don’t care whether I scare you or not. I don’t need to. But our guests sure as hell will.”


    “Yeah, right,” he sneered disrespectfully.


    “My large friends will change your attitude very quickly. They will reduce you and your mate down there to the blubbering cowards you really are.”


    His face became expressionless. He now looked a little concerned.


    “Enough bullshit then, let’s get the presentation started, shall we? As you can see, you and your friend down there are harnessed to the same rope. It worked out quite well, ’cause your mate down there is more portly in stature than you, so I have only had to add a little weight on the rope above him to get the balance just right. So as a result you can see he is swinging just above ground level and you are much higher up the tree.”


    The president followed the rope and looked down at his comrade, obviously still not sure what the contraption was designed for.


    “As it is early afternoon, we will soon be joined by our large hungry friends. Saltwater crocodiles are absolutely fucking famished this time of year, they will eat anything, you know buffalo, kangaroo, humans and even shit bag bikies.”


    “There are crocodiles here? Where are we? How did we get here?” he desperately asked in a voice that now had a much higher pitch to it.


    “Well, Rod, do you remember the lovely dark-haired lass, you and your mate tried to screw?”


    “Yeah, yeah, I do remember her.”


    “Well, she is one of my disciples. She tricked you, introduced you to ‘Columbian Devil’s Breath,’ and handed you both over to me.”


    “What breath?”


    “It’s a wild drug new to the market. A bit like Rohypnol, only you look completely lucid while at the same time totally controlled by suggestion… but don’t feel too foolish, she is quite cunning and at the same time a tad nasty.”


    “Where are we? There’s no crocs for thousands of miles,” he said frantically.


    “Oh yeah, back to the crocs. Well, Rodney, it’s been a very long journey for you both in the boot of my car. We have travelled across the state border to now find ourselves in sunny Queensland, the home of the crocodilian.”


    The president quickly looked out into the billabong’s calm waters, then onto the muddy banks on both sides. Randall now had his full attention. “I’ve really had to call upon some intricate mathematical calculations to ensure everything goes very smoothly with this eradication.”


    “What eradication?” the watchful president asked.


    “Why, your eradication,” Randall said offhandedly, pulling an apple from his jacket pocket.


    Now looking totally freaked out by the thought of being dismembered alive the President begged, “Listen, Detective, I’m sorry, how about you let us go and we will forget everything.”


    “How about you just shut the fuck up until I finish my presentation, you rude bastard,” Randall said angrily.


    The president remained totally silent.


    “Anyway, I have studied the crocs here and they are really big bastards. The average size, I would say, is around three to four hundred kilograms. So it was a bit tricky trying to work out the most compatible rope to use. I’m not sure if you are aware,” he said, stopping to take a large bite from the apple, “but ‘salties’ have the strongest bite force of any animal on Earth, being three thousand seven hundred pounds per square foot. So in short, the rope connecting you two has a breaking strain of around three hundred and fifty kilograms. So when the croc starts chewing up your mate down there, you’d wanna hope they are able to pull the pieces off him before the rope breaks. I just hope for your sake I have the calculations right.”


    The president looked up at the rope again and followed its entire course.


    “But to be fair, I must warn you, I was never an outstanding maths student at school so who knows what will happen,” he said shrugging his shoulders apologetically.


    “You are fucking insane.” Looking down at his offsider he yelled hysterically, “Pete, Pete, fucking wake up, Pete. Pete, fuck, we are going to die.”


    “Don’t worry,” Randall said calmly. “I’m sure he will come to before the action starts. I had to pump a little more ‘Rohy’ into him ’cause he is a fair bit bigger than you. So if you will let me finish,” Randall said impatiently, “the creativity of this setup is limitless. As pieces are chewed from Pete down there and his weight drops, he will rise up the tree as you slowly fall. Crocs are quite athletic, so eventually when they get to his upper torso, I have calculated that you will be well and truly within the munching zone. So not only do you get a front row seat of Pete being dismembered and chewed up, you will be eaten alive too.”


    With tears streaming down his face, the president begged, “Fuck, I’m sorry, I’m sorry I did that to you and your family. I will pay anything, anything you want, I will do, just please, please let me down.”


    “Rodney, listen. I’m not totally unreasonable. I think it is only fitting that I give you a sporting chance.”


    The forlorn president looked up optimistically, perhaps there was hope.


    “Look at the trunk just above you and you will see a pocket knife I have stabbed into the tree. It is all yours; you can pick that up at any time and cut yourself free, even save your mate. See the small pistol swinging off the handle of the knife. It is loaded, it has six bullets in it, you can pick it up, shoot at the crocs, even shoot me whenever you want.”


    The president looked at the weapons at his disposal, which were well within arm’s reach but might as well have been a million miles away.


    “Trouble is you can’t pick them up, your arms don’t work. But that won’t always be the case. You were injected about an hour ago, meaning you only have about five hours to go before the epidural wears off and you can move your arms again. The crocs will start looking for a feed near dusk, so it is going to be touch and go as to whether the crocs get you before the drug wears off.”


    “You won’t get away with this, someone will come. Someone will help us.”


    “Rod, you need to focus on this. You are in the middle of bloody nowhere, we have driven for a day and a half. No one will come. Crocodile fucking Dundee wouldn’t find his way out of this place. It is just you versus the crocs, and they have been around for millions of years, so I’ll be putting my money on them to win this encounter.”


    “What about Pete, what happens to him?” the president asked hysterically.


    Randall looked down at the unconscious Peter and sighed. “Well, unfortunately for Peter, he can’t win, he will die, but in some ways it is better for him.”


    “How could it be?”


    “Pete doesn’t have to watch you torn apart alive before dying himself. It’s probably best to get it over quickly, you know.” Randall quickly looked out into the depths, causing the president’s head to also whip around. “Shit, was that movement I just saw in the water?” Randall asked with a concerned tone.


    “Where, where,” he asked, his eyes frantically darting back and forth.


    Randall laughed. “Only fucking with you, Rod, just fucking with you.”


    Picking up a handful of gumnuts and sprinkling them onto Peter’s head, Randall asked, “El Presidente, have you ever seen the documentaries where the crocs kill and dine. They do this whole amazing roll over thing. The roll over allows them to break off large pieces off buffalo and other carcasses. It is very interesting because they don’t really have arms to hold on and grab with, you know. When I was doing my calculations on weight it was hard to determine if Peter’s legs would be torn off at the knee or the hip. Obviously you would be hoping for the knee as it would buy you a little more time.”


    Randall looked down at Peter who was now starting to come to. “Do you know if Peter was a sportsman in his day? Did he play a bit of football?”


    “I don’t know. Why?”


    “Oh well, footy players generally have bad knees, so it may be in your favour if his knees were a little weak and let go early. Then again, these big guys are bloody gluttons, so the shin alone may not be enough for a single helping.”


    Seeing Peter was coming to, Randall lowered himself down the tree, passing the limp president. “Where are you going,” he asked desperately.


    “Oh, I forgot to mention one thing, just to put things slightly in my favour. See that plastic bag down there near the water? I have a dead chicken and some chicken offal in it. When I hang the dead chook around his neck and spread the offal around, the crocs will come running, they just love poultry. I know it sounds a little unfair, but these are my rules. When you decided to play by your rules and involve my family, you made it personal.”


    “I’m truly sorry. Let’s sort this out.”


    Randall stopped and stared him in the eye, causing the president to look away. Prodding him in the chest, Randall warned, “There is no sorting this out, Rod. Think of all the evil bastards you have met in your life, and times them by ten and you are not even halfway to gauging what I am when provoked. As you will see.”


    As Randall got down off the tree he looked at the groggy, confused sergeant at arms Peter.


    “Where are we? What am I doing hanging here?” he asked.


    Randall looked up at the president. “Listen, I’m not going through it all again, you’ll have to explain it to him. It might be better coming from the president. You know, more formal.”


    Walking to the bank of the billabong, Randall could hear the pathetic, snivelling president explaining their predicament to his sergeant at arms. Randall picked up the smelly, bloodied bag, which was blackened from masses of frenzied blowflies. Walking back to the tree, he draped the chook around Peter’s neck and stood back to admire his handiwork. “There you go, Pete.”


    The sergeant at arms sprung to life. “Why fucking me, why put me down here to get eaten first.”


    Randall shook his head. “Peter, don’t you worry. I don’t play favourites. I despise you both equally. The truth is you are a fat fuck, so it was a simple case of the extra weight being required as a counter balance, that’s all.” Randall patted his belly. “So your unhealthy lifestyle really hasn’t served you well in this instance, has it?”


    The bikie’s body shuddered as he broke into a teary mess.


    “But don’t worry, Peter, as you lose your limbs you will rise up the tree out of harm’s way. The only trouble is you would’ve probably bled out by then, though.”


    His eyes searched the billabong as he desperately pleaded, “Please, please forgive us, let me go, I’ve got family too. I was just doin’ what I was told, that’s all.”


    “Shut the fuck up,” the president called down.


    “He made me do it. I have nothing against you, officer, but he does.”


    “Is that so,” Randall said thoughtfully as he walked to the water’s edge and slowly poured some offal from the bag into the shallows. The guts from the bag created reddish, oily plumes, which quickly mushroomed out across the water’s surface.


    Randall rinsed his hands and dried them on his jeans as he walked back. “C’mon boys, why so glum. You murder people, sell drugs to kids, extort money from people, bully and stand over others, so it’s time that you felt what it is like to be the victim. You will now walk in the shoes of those you have fucked over. These crocs are going to rip you both apart, and like my children you will be totally defenceless.”


    Randall, with hands on hips, looked out at the water. Drawing in a deep breath through his nose, he admired the pinkish skies which would proceed a dramatic sunset. “Yep, nature truly is one of the great levellers.”


    Returning to the car, he watched proceedings from the comfort of his driver’s seat. He watched the two dangle helplessly. There was no conversation between them. He only hoped that he hadn’t been the catalyst for a falling out between them. About ten minutes later as the sun set over the water, he saw a series or ripples heading towards the bank. The ripples followed the powerful thrust of a large rudder. From the water came a set of flared nostrils, followed by a huge prehistoric head. Clambering up the muddied bank, the huge dinosaur was breathtaking in size. His short stout legs heaved his oversized head sluggishly towards the dangling bikie.


    “No, no, help, please help me!” Pete yelled as the croc closed in on his lifeless legs. His head shook back and forth as he tried to lift them up. This only spurred the croc on, as he moved in a little faster. Now beside his legs, the croc, ever so gently tilted his head to the side and latched onto his foot before crunching down on it. Watching his foot disappear into the crocodile’s mouth would have been a surreal experience for Peter, as he could see it happening in great detail but would not have felt any pain at all. Both men screamed out uncontrollably. What Randall found surprising was that the president, who was further up the tree, screamed out the loudest and looked most affected by the mauling. The crocodile violently thrust his head from side to side, making a crunching sound as it tried to reef the stubborn foot from the leg bones.


    Running from the car, Randall fired a warning shot, causing the monster to release its prey and make a hasty retreat back into the murky waters.


    Randall studied Peter’s foot, which was mangled, bleeding and only holding on by a few sinews. “Shit, that was close,” he said, shaking his head as he walked to the water’s edge. He poured the remaining offal from the bag into the shallows. “Don’t worry, I’m sure we can get something much bigger this time, boys.”


    


    

  


  
    

    CHAPTER 2 – CAKE AND EAT IT TOO


    


    Six Months Earlier.


    


    It was Sunday and his day off work. But there was no rest for Randall as he got up early for his yearly appointment at Long Bay Jail, Malabar, in Sydney’s eastern suburbs.


    As his big Merc hurtled along Southern Cross Drive, he peeked across at the solitary sponge cake sitting on the passenger’s seat. The clear plastic jacket gave away its economical supermarket origin. Nonetheless, he still found himself somewhat drawn to it. Succumbing to temptation, he reached across, flipped open the lid, and plunged his index finger deep into the layer of mock cream and jam. Still looking at the road ahead, he slowly pushed his finger into his mouth and sucked it clean. Glancing across at the obvious sign of tampering, with the same finger he smoothed over the divot mark. There we go, he’ll never know, he thought, pushing the clear lid back on to seal the cake.


    * * *


    Sitting behind the wheel of his car in the jail visitors’ car park, Randall looked towards the old sandstone prison’s front entrance. “Betcha the gutless bastard won’t see me,” he whispered as he slid from behind the wheel. His heavy footsteps echoed loudly against the old sandstone structure as he marched across the asphalt car park with cake in hand. Entering the visitation building, he walked towards the warden at the front desk. Looking up from his folder, the warden appeared genuinely surprised. “Oh, it’s this time of the year already,” he said.


    Randall carefully placed the cake on the desk. “Yes, it is, and here is his cake as usual,” he said, tapping the container lightly.


    The warden glanced at the cheap sponge. “Randall, you know he’s not coming out, you know he won’t see you.”


    Resting his hand on the plastic lid of the cake Randall complained, “Well, tell me what kind of fucking world do we live in when crooks who are eligible for parole a year ago, choose to forgo it.”


    Removing his reading glasses and twirling them in his hand, the warden said calmly, “You’ve got him scared shitless, I would say. Not often they choose to stay in this joint, they usually can’t wait to get out of the place.”


    With hands on hips, a furious Randall paced up and down the room, cursing. He looked out the door towards the walls of the jail and shook his head, resigned to the fact Jenkins was not coming out. “Piece of shit,” he muttered before striding back over to the counter. “Well, listen, if that asshole won’t come get it I don’t care what you do with it, but please make sure you tell him I was here, with the cake, today.”


    The elderly warden looked at Randall. “We know the drill. How could we not? You’ve been dropping these cakes off for the last twenty years. I think we have got it down pat by now.”


    Randall pointed to the main cell complex. “And I’ll keep dropping them off till that prick is released; he’s got to have served his full sentence in another year or two, surely!”


    “Like I said,” the warden explained. “It is unusual for an inmate to want to overstay in this joint.”


    Randall slid the cake across the counter. “Anyway, you blokes enjoy, you guys deserve it having to babysit these grubs. But just make sure he knows I was here, with his cake, today.” An angered Randall turned and strode from the building, cursing. As he walked towards his car he looked at the high walls of the sandstone jail and spat indignantly in its direction. Cupping his hands around his mouth he yelled at the top of his voice, “You can’t hide forever, Jenkins, you weak bastard!”


    * * *


    On his way home he stopped at a set of traffic lights. He was still angry that the system had allowed Jenkins to remain behind bars longer than he should. The system was protecting Jenkins from an untimely death, at the hands of Randall. Nothing else mattered to him; his goal in life was to ensure Jenkins was painfully tortured before being brutally killed. He would stop at nothing. He just needed the chance to get to him. He had now waited decades and it seemed his opportunity wasn’t getting any closer which frustrated him immensely. He tapped on the steering wheel as he patiently waited for the lights to change. He thought about the first and only time he had spoken with Jenkins face to face in jail. Randall was twenty-nine at the time and Jenkins co-accused Fleming had recently committed suicide.


    Randall remembered eagerly sitting in the chair, jiggling his feet as he looked through the Perspex screen and down the hall, which led to the jail’s common area. Finally two figures appeared from the darkened hall. The first, a burly, gruff-looking prison guard, and next to him the handcuffed prisoner responsible for his parents’ brutal murder. The guard walked over and joined two others seated at a corner desk, while the prisoner swaggered to the visiting area with the usual cockiness and bravado attributed to long-serving inmates. Kicking the seat out with his foot, he flopped into the chair, and looking past Randall smugly remarked, “Who the fuck are you, and what do you want?”


    Randall’s hands clenched into fists and his heart rate soared as rage over came him. He studied the heavily reinforced Perspex screen between them, which was the only thing saving the inmate from a very, very violent end. But he had to keep calm. He had to keep control. Smiling at the prisoner he maintained his composure. “Ah, prisoner Jenkins, long time no see.” The prisoner’s brow furrowed in a look of total confusion. “You probably don’t remember me, but I was the little kid that watched you and your mate Fleming murder my dad and rape my mother before slitting her throat.”


    The prisoner got to his feet to walk away. Randall could no longer control his temper as he exploded. Standing up, he thumped the Perspex with his granite hard fist and pointed his index finger threateningly at the prisoner. “Now don’t be a fucking coward, Jenkins, you piece of shit, have the balls to look at me.” The outburst drew the attention of the warders and other inmates. Trying to save face, the prisoner slowly turned around and hesitantly sat back down. This caused the startled guards to relax and remain seated.


    “I’ve got nothin’ to say to you,” he whispered with a scowl.


    “Is that right,” Randall said, composing himself before sliding the cake in front of him. “Anyway, you’re probably not aware, but today is the anniversary of my parents’ murder, so I have bought a cake to help you commemorate.”


    The prisoner looked at the gift. “You’re fucking mad,” he joked, half smiling.


    “I will bring you a cake on this day, every year, until you get out of here, which is a day I have longed for ever since you slaughtered them.”


    The prisoner’s face took on a more concerned look, as he appeared to consider leaving again. “So when you get released, don’t organize a lift or anything, ’cause I will be here to pick you up and, you know, get to know you better,” Randall said with a disconcerting smile. The prisoner finally looked into Randall’s eyes. It would have been like looking into the eyes of a shark. They were dark, cold and merciless with absolutely no fear of consequence. Jenkins would know from that moment on he was looking into the eyes of the man who would eventually kill him.


    Leaning forward and resting on his elbows, Randall continued, “It’s a shame that your mate Fleming won’t be joining us for cake.” He paused to momentarily look around the room. “Can you believe how it all ended for him? What a terrible way to go. You wouldn’t think a person would be capable of doing such a thing to a fellow human being, would you? ” The prisoner looked uncomfortably around the room as Randall slowly and deliberately shook his head. “And strangely, it happened to him right here in this jail, inside these very walls. I don’t know how you can sleep at night with all these fucking crazies in here who are capable of doing those things. There is certainly no place to hide these days, is there, Terry?” The evasive prisoner was unmoved. “But I’m sure you won’t have any problems ’cause I’ve got your back, you know. I don’t want anyone to touch a hair on your pretty little head.” The prisoner nervously smiled and looked towards the guards. He did his utmost to appear unconcerned, but his fiddling hands told the true story.


    Shielding his mouth with his hand he whispered, “Can you believe they even spoke to me about Fleming’s unfortunate mutilations? They thought I had something to do with it, but how could I do that from out here. Crazy, eh?” Randall said jovially with arms extended in innocence. “But they really didn’t have much, they were just fishing. Cops have a habit of doing that, but you know that better than most, don’t you, Terry?”


    Randall pushed his seat in closer to the Perspex. “Anyway, enough about our dead friend Fleming, let’s talk about you. You were the mastermind behind the whole thing, so I am really interested in you, and I am excited about catching up with you when you get parole.” Randall clasped his hands together and stared intently. “You know, I can still hear that fucking laugh when you cut her throat. I remember seeing the blood spurting from her neck and I can still see that fucking smirk on your face. I will never forget it. You were obviously really enjoying yourself, and likewise, I’m really going to enjoy my time with you. So make sure you behave yourself to get early parole so we can get together soon. Okay?”


    The prisoner got up from his chair and yelled, “Guard!” He retreated to the entry door and waited with his back to Randall. Walking through the now opened gate, he peered back to see the sinister smiling Randall holding the cake in one hand and making a blade cutting motion across his throat with the other. From that visit onwards, on the very same day, every year, Randall turned up with a sponge cake for him whether he liked it or not. Jenkins had understandably avoided seeing Randall ever since. He may have even thought from that time on he was probably better off dead.


    


    

  


  
    

    CHAPTER 3 - RANDALL


    


    Fumbling through his cluttered glove box and trying to drive to work at the same time was an art that Randall had mastered. Retrieving a tired-looking audio cassette tape from the mess, he used his elbows to control the steering wheel while he pushed his thick index finger into the round winders to make sure the ribbon was nice and tight. “Now I’d like you all to give a very warm welcome to the Rolling Stones,” he ranted before madly clapping as if at a live concert. His ex-wife used to hate his introductions to music, but his two kids loved them, so he stuck with it.


    Excitedly, he pushed the tape into the player and waited with anticipation for the first song, Sympathy for the Devil. With Mick’s help, Randall sang enthusiastically, thumping his hand on the big shiny pearl-coloured steering wheel to the beat of the song. Thankfully the old Mercedes still had its original tape player, so he could still play his old tapes.


    At the next red light, he adjusted the rear vision mirror and gave himself a quick once-over. His gold-rimmed, mirrored aviator sunglasses looked back at him in appreciation. The guys at the office ribbed him about his sunglasses, but he knew it would be a matter of time before the aviators were once again commonplace. He brushed the remainder of breakfast from his thick moustache with his fingers, then ran his hand through the fringe of his blond shoulder-length hair, which was slightly greying at the sides. Now happy with his appearance, he got back to singing with Mick.


    Not a bad looking rooster for forty-eight years considering what I have put myself through, he thought. His self-appreciation ended with the toot of a loud car horn from a frustrated female motorist behind him. He looked up and saw that the light had turned green. “Calm down, love,” he mumbled, adjusting the rear view mirror back before smiling and giving her an apologetic wave. The throaty V-eight engine of his vintage Mercedes Benz coupe purred as it eased through the intersection.


    Detective Senior Sergeant Bob Randall, or Randall to his mates, knew he was always destined to be a detective. From an early age he was an inquisitive young man who continually pestered his parents for answers. Once they fell into the trap of answering his first question, he had a rapid-fire dozen more to call upon. His ongoing quest for knowledge drove his parents mad, and usually resulted in being sent to his room. But this did not deter him. He used this time of forced captivity to formulate his next line of inquiry. After all, the truth was out there and his parents were holding back vital information.


    As a nine-year-old only child, Randall had shared a very close relationship with his parents until their brutal double murder. Their death deeply affected him and shaped the man he had become and the line of work he now undertook. As a ward of the state through his teenage years, he had been totally unaware that his every move had been closely monitored. His future had been mapped out for him, his choice of subjects at school, his hobbies and friends, all carefully scrutinised without his knowledge. It had to be this way. His tragic loss made him the perfect candidate who could be trusted with the huge responsibility that lay ahead. He would receive no thanks or fanfare for his secretive assignments. His only reward would come in the form of something he would always crave. Revenge.


    Outwardly, Randall the Chief of Detectives was very well respected and had worked in various dodgy inner city patrols where drug dealing, prostitution, robberies and homicides were the norm. His choice of busy locations was no accident. Randall had a huge secret, the secret organisation Deliver Live or DL. By working in busy locations his “Secondary employment” as he often thought it as, could be more easily concealed. He always thought the organisations name was a little peculiar, as it was totally at odds with its mission. The secret organisation provided the opportunity for him to vent his anger and frustration at his parents’ brutal slaying. It also provided him with the closest thing to inner peace… revenge. Revenge directed at the evil on Earth. Those, who if left unchecked would leave a trail of countless victims throughout their treacherous lives, and for their sins had forfeited their right to live.


    He looked across at the passenger’s seat, on which sat his second and more compact silver mobile phone. This phone was untraceable, undetectable and unidentifiable. He carefully guarded this phone and never let anyone touch it. Most people thought it was a phone his kids called him on or vice versa, but this phone was a direct line to his secret life with DL. Randall never phoned, he only communicated via text. If he needed to speak with them, he sent a text and waited for the return call. These were the rules, and the rules were never to be broken. The mature gravelly male voice on the other end of the DL phone, only known to him as Noel, was like family to him, like a father. He was the only person on the planet who truly understood Randall, and yet the pair had never met.


    Detective Randall had experience, people skills and guile. This made him a great leader and a very good detective. He enjoyed talking to people, relished the challenge of outwitting criminals, and had an amazing insight into human nature. He had a saying: “Every day at work I get at least one good laugh, the day that stops is the day it’s over for me.” This was of course a total smoke screen. He could never leave his profession, whilst the Police Force would carry on without him, Deliver Live needed him, and he needed Deliver Live. The reality was that they were both deeply committed to each other, and for DL to continue and succeed undetected, he had to be as equally committed in his everyday role as Chief of Detectives.


    Randall pulled his shiny Merc into the compound of Ashfield Police Station. His ex-wife Michelle was not supportive of his choice of vehicle as she thought it was too difficult for their two children to get into the backseat, but Randall didn’t care. He loved the sporty two-door look of it. It was reliable, classy and had real personality about it, not unlike himself, he often thought. As he carefully reversed into a free space, he looked across the car park to see Lee Hobbs, a fellow detective, had also just arrived. Randall reached into the backseat for his soft leather briefcase, stuffed the silver mobile into his front pants pocket and pulled his black general work phone from the car-charging cradle on the dash. Pulling his suit jacket off the passenger’s side headrest, he looked in the direction of Detective Hobbs and gave an acknowledging nod. Both men walked towards the back of the police station where they met at the back door, as if pre rehearsed.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    CHAPTER 4 - MANGO MAN


    


    Detective Senior Constable Lee Hobbs was a giant of a man. Standing six feet five inches and broad at the shoulder, he pretty much filled the space of an entire doorframe. Being only twenty-eight years of age and having just seven years experience in the force, he showed knowledge and maturity well beyond his years. Hobbs was generally a placid, quiet man, however, when upset or agitated became quite a handful. This aggressive behaviour was at odds with his strict Catholic faith. Hobbs justified his heavy handedness by saying, “The bible says, blessed are the peacekeepers. I’m just doing God’s work.” It was this contradiction in character that Randall loved. Of all the detectives under his command, Randall enjoyed working with Hobbs the most. He was a once in a lifetime work partner who could be totally relied upon and trusted in any situation.


    Entering the hallway at the rear of the station, the men heard a sobbing noise coming from the direction of the nearby cell complex. “Sounds like someone’s feeling a little down, Detective,” Randall said, smiling. “How about we cheer him up a little, eh?”


    “You’re always the Good Samaritan, boss,” Hobbs said enthusiastically.


    “After you, Detective,” Randall said, extending his arm out in invitation. Bruce Jones, a young constable, was the custody officer seated at the desk opposite the small holding cells. “Morning, Bruce,” Randall greeted in a loud boisterous voice. “Sounds like you have one unhappy customer this morning, constable.”


    Before Bruce could reply, Randall was nudged by Hobbs. “Check this out, boss.” Randall turned and stared into the small Perspex holding cell. Before them stood a six feet tall, thickset, hairy man, who apart from his makeup and attire, would not have looked out of place behind the wheel of an interstate truck. He had a thick dark mane of black hair which went down to the middle of his back (obviously a wig), thick bright red lipstick and heavy mascara that was running down his rosy red cheeks as he wept. His ears were adorned with heavy, gold hooped earrings, and around his neck a matching necklace. Randall hesitantly looked downwards and saw he had a huge lacy red bra on. On closer inspection, inside each cup he could see the top of a large ripe yellow mango. Daring to look even lower, he saw the prisoner was also sporting a pair of matching red lace panties, framed by a mass of dark pubic hair. The panties themselves appeared to be straining at the seams to accommodate his package.


    Randall turned to the constable and asked deadpan, “Well, well, what is the story with the little princess here, Bruce.”


    The constable looked over towards the prisoner. “Sarge… Marty here was caught up in the prostitution operation last night.”


    Both Randall and Hobbs smiled, trying to contain their amusement.


    “Fuck me,” Randall said, shaking his head. “There truly are some really sick and desperate bastards in this world, aren’t there, Detective?”


    “Sure are,” Hobbs agreed, shaking his head.


    Randall crossed his arms and brushed his moustache thoughtfully with his fingers. “Big fella, I consider you to be a straight up and down sort of guy, and a happy clapping church goer at that. Not saying that you would be so inclined, but hypothetically, if you were, how much would you expect to pay for a session with this little piece here?”


    Hobbs held his chin, and deliberated. “I don’t know. Tough to say… If you’re throwing in the juicy mangoes as part of the deal, I suppose thirty to forty dollars would pull you up.” The prisoner now looked agitated.


    Randall stepped a little closer to the cell. “Anyway, darling, is he very close to the money. If not, what is your going rate?”


    Through tears, the prisoner yelled in a deep voice, “Go and fuck yourself, you assholes, you wouldn’t understand and you couldn’t afford me anyway.”


    “Now, now, come on, love,” Randall said condescendingly. “We all have our little vices. I’m sure that there are others out there who share your passion for all things womanly… and your passion for lovely fresh produce. It’s just not every day you see the two combined, that’s all, love.” With that, the prisoner pulled a mango from his left bra cup and hurled it towards Randall. The mango hit the Perspex screen, and being quite a ripened fruit, splattered, leaving the prisoner showered in thick yellowy pulp. Quick as a flash, he reached into his right cup and hurled the second one at Hobbs. This one, being a firmer fruit, bounced back from the Perspex, hitting him directly in the groin. The prisoner moaned, as he fell forward onto the floor into a foetal position.


    The room erupted into uncontrollable laughter. Randall laughed so hard, he felt himself falling and leant on Hobbs’s large frame to steady himself. As Hobbs helped him from the cell area, Randall turned to the injured prisoner and said with a wink, “Sweetie, before I go can I grab a business card off you, I’ve got a thing for buxom brunettes.”


    Hobbs laughed out loud again as they helped each other out from the cell area. Continuing down the hall towards the main station area, their laughter slowly subsided. Randall felt a pain in his ribs from laughing so hard. They both stopped in the hall and faced each other, leaning on opposing walls to catch their breath.


    “Shit, can you believe what just happened?” Hobbs said looking up at the ceiling, obviously trying to control his intermittent chuckling.


    “Well, it’s too bloody early in the morning to see something so confronting, we may never get over this, you know,” Randall said, gathering up his bag and jacket from the floor. “Anyway, we better get back to it, big fella, we can’t get much work done here.”


    Walking down the hall side by side, they passed the front inquiry counter where Randall saw a very frail, elderly lady making a report to the station constable. “I’ll see you in the office,” he said, wiping the small tears from the corners of his eyes. Always the consummate professional, he cleared his throat and gathered his composure as he motioned the station constable over.


    “Morning, Constable.”


    “Morning, boss,” he replied keenly.


    “Well, what’s the story with the elderly lady over there?” He whispered.


    “Just a break-in, Sarge, not much in it.”


    “What did she lose?”


    “Her late husband’s war medals and some jewellery.”


    Randall thought for a moment as the constable eagerly awaited his instruction. He watched as one of the bailed local criminals came in to sign in at the front desk, right next to her. She shuffled along the counter away from him. This is no place for her, he thought. “Listen, could you take the report, get all the details, then send her into me for a little talk, will you? We’ll look after it from there on.”


    “Are you sure, Sarge? I don’t mind doing it, it’s pretty straightforward,” the constable said, looking puzzled by the interest shown by Randall..


    “I’m sure. Just send her over,” he ordered.


    “Yes, Sarge, it should only take ten minutes, then I’ll bring her straight over.”


    Randall walked over to the counter. “Sign up quickly and get out of here,” he barked, pointing to the door. He quickly scribbled his name on a card and scrambled for the door. Once he had left, he focussed his attention on the old lady. He looked warmly into her eyes and extended his hand. Even though she was wearing white gloves, her small hand felt cold. “Ma’am, I am Detective Sergeant Randall. The good constable here will take some particulars of the theft from you, then we will have a little talk. I will have my detectives investigate your theft and we will return your property to you. Rest assured.”


    The old lady gave an appreciative smile and whispered, “Thank you, Detective. God bless.” Randall nodded to the station constable, left the counter area and walked purposefully along the long hallway that led to the detectives’ office at the southern wing of the building.


    The detectives’ office was Randall’s kingdom, which housed six detectives. The carpet around the desks was worn through to the underlay from the constant rolling of office chairs back and forth under the desks. There were two large office desks in the centre of the main room, which were pushed together, forming a square. The desktops could not be seen through the accumulated paperwork. Randall would often charge out of his office yelling, “Clear up that bloody desk, will you.” The staff would, but about a week later it would be the same again. Paperwork was a necessary evil of the job, and anyway Randall’s desk was usually just as bad as theirs. There were a further five desks scattered on the outskirts of the room, arranged so as to best capture the limited natural light from one of the four tiny windows. In two of these windows sat small air conditioning units, which at the height of summer struggled to cool down the entire office area. The lack of ventilation and reoccurring roof leaks meant there was generally a slight musty smell to the whole office.


    Off to the left of the main office area were two rooms. The first was a dedicated interview room with a large table and two chairs. On the table sat the interview-recording machine. On the wall was a large grey filing cabinet that contained the audiotapes and videotapes for the interviews. The larger second room was a dedicated Task Force office, housing the more serious and protracted investigations. It contained a number of whiteboards used to chart the path of investigations.


    In the centre of the room was a large rectangular meeting table, which was home to a dozen tired swivel chairs. Large lockable filing cabinets were pushed against the walls for the storage of briefs of evidence. The walls themselves were a dirty plain white with pieces of paint missing, from where the posters and butchers paper notes had been stuck up and pulled down as the continual tide of task force investigations had come and gone. The only window in this office was barred from the inside with thick steel vertical rods. This was a high security room in the police station that could only be accessed by those assigned to the task force occupying it. It was important that the sensitive information held in this room be protected. Likewise, discussion regarding the course of an investigation to others outside of the task force was strictly forbidden. This even included discussion with other policemen.


    At the end of the main office was Randall’s office, known as the Fishbowl, which was appropriately named due to its full glass frontage. He liked the design as it allowed him to be vigilant over all his subjects. As Randall walked towards his office, he passed Hobbs standing near the centre desks surrounded by three other detectives. Hobbs was recounting the earlier events in the cellblock with the prisoner. Imitating the transvestite hurling the fruit, Hobbs had the others completely captivated.


    “Morning, staff,” Randall greeted as he walked towards his office, appearing totally unfazed by the earlier event. He loved a bit of banter and laughter in the office. In this line of work, he saw it as an important coping mechanism.


    Randall’s office was quite a small room, being about four metres squared. On the entry door hung a sign that read, Chief of Detectives. On the left hand side wall was a large bookcase which housed the various Crimes Acts, reference books, folders and a small hard moleskin-covered book secreted between two folders. At the rear of the office was a small window, which looked directly at a steel corrugated sheet fence. To soften the outlook, Randall kept a small prickly cactus in the centre of the windowsill. He called this the “Cactus of Knowledge,” which he would often stare at when looking for answers. Quite often the cactus would come through for him too. Randall chose a cactus for the sill because they thrived on neglect, which sadly, was all he could offer a plant.


    On the right hand wall hung a few colourful pictures that were drawn by his two children when they were much younger. She was now twelve years old, but he kept this picture as it reminded him of when she was so young and innocent. There was another picture of small hands in red paint with the name “Tim” written neatly underneath. His boy was now fourteen, and as Randall saw it was blessed with his outgoing nature and good looks. All in all he was very proud of his children, but at the same time saddened that he could not spend as much time as he wanted to with them. His divorce from wife Michelle five years earlier meant things were not the same. He missed seeing them day to day as they grew up. His hectic workload meant his private life was virtually non-existent, and as a result, visitations with his children were sporadic. He hoped his children would someday understand the importance of his work. He also hoped that his dedication to it did not diminish the love they had for him. His children were one of the great motivations for his shadowy work with DL, and he prayed that one day they would understand the sacrifices he made.


    Randall’s relationship with his ex was now better than ever. His long hours at work, perceived lack of human compassion and warmth, and late night drinking binges, had killed off any chance, back then for mutual happiness. Then there was Deliver Live (DL), which on reflection was the major contributing factor that led to the late nights, drinking and perceived flawed personality. The kids’ pictures on the wall reminded him of happier times when they were all together as a family. Michelle never knew of DL, no one knew of DL. He often wondered if it would have been different if she did know. Perhaps she may have understood him better, and understood the magnitude of his work. She might have even felt some compassion towards him. But that ship had sailed long ago. Anyway, he could never tell her, the last thing he wanted was for his kids to be orphaned as he was, and that would be the expected outcome if he spoke to anyone about the organisation (DL).


    Under his desk to the right was a small bar fridge that was always stocked with a few beers for those long late nights at work, where one or two beers helped him relax. His office was his retreat, his sanctuary and a place where he spent long hours, a second home, really.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    CHAPTER 5 - OLD LADY WITH PUNCH


    


    Randall sat at his desk and stared at his cactus, trying to avoid the inevitable mountain of paperwork that overflowed from his in-tray onto the desk behind him. Slowly swivelling around in his chair, he switched on his computer, stretched his arms and reclined. “All right then, first of all the computer work. They run our lives these things,” he complained. Reading through events on the computer he did not expect anything too significant or newsworthy as he would have got a call at home, usually when he was either asleep or well on the way. Glancing up from his screen he saw the elderly lady from the front counter coming towards him. The station constable busily cleared her path of chairs as she shuffled onwards.


    “Shit, was that ten minutes already,” he said, shovelling the unsightly paperwork from the desktop into the top drawer of his desk. Once his desk looked presentable, he forced the crammed drawer closed.


    “Sarge, Mrs. Campbell is here.”


    He got to his feet and met her at the door. “Hello, Mrs. Campbell, come in, come in,” he invited, leading her to the vacant seat opposite his. “Thank you, Constable, I will look after it from here.”


    Randall collected the report from the constable, sat down, and had a quick flick through the details. He saw that Mrs. Campbell had been born in nineteen twenty-two, stood about five feet tall with short white-grey hair. He was amazed at how good the well-dressed lady looked for her age. He could tell by the way she choked her handbag straps that she was still very nervous and upset.


    “Mrs. Campbell, I haven’t had my morning cuppa yet, how about I put the billy on, and fetch you one before we start?” he said with his trademark, charismatic smile.


    “That would be great, thank you.”


    He stood and headed towards the door. Touching her shoulder gently, he said, “I’ll get out my special teacup and saucer. I only use them for very special visitors, you know.”


    “That sounds marvellous,” she said, looking more at ease. “If it’s not too much trouble, could I have milk with one sugar, please?”


    “Certainly, ma’am. I won’t keep you too long.” A few minutes later he returned with his usual chipped brown mug for himself and an elegant teacup and saucer for his guest. “Here you go, Mrs. Campbell. I would have brought you a nice biscuit too, but looks like the guys have raided the jar. I should have known better than to buy the good Tim Tam ones.”


    “Well, thanks for the tea, anyway, Detective,” she said, pushing her spectacles up against the bridge of her nose. As she raised the cup to her lips Randall could see her hand trembling. It was clear to him she was still very shaken by the theft. As they openly chatted he learnt that she was the widow of a war veteran, Robert Campbell, who had passed away about fifteen years earlier. Mrs. Campbell was the mother of three children, two boys and a girl. She had lived in the same Summer Hill house all her life. After they finished their tea, Randall saw that she had relaxed her grip on her handbag.


    “So, Mrs. Campbell, I see here in the report you have had a break-in and had a lot of items stolen.” The old lady remained silent. Randall intuitively reached across the desk, cupped his hand over hers and gave it a gentle pat. “What is it?”


    She reached for a handkerchief in her bag and dabbed the corners of her eyes. “The jewellery and other things mean very little to me. It’s the loss of my late Robert’s war medals that has really upset me. I don’t know what to do they meant everything to me. Every ANZAC Day our grandsons come to our house and collect the medals for the big march, it was a way of helping us all remember Robert. Now the medals are gone, I don’t know what to tell the boys.”


    He felt sorry for Mrs. Campbell, and at the same time a desire to physically hurt the thief responsible for upsetting her. Rising from his desk, he said confidently, “Right, Mrs. Campbell, let’s get these medals back for you.” Assisting her from her seat, he led her into the general office. “So how did you travel here today, Mrs. Campbell?” he asked, trying to cheer her up.


    “On the bus, love, the two seven three.”


    “Well, today you will be travelling home in style, in your own very special chauffer driven police car,” Randall said, draping his hand over her shoulder. “That should get the neighbours talking, eh?” he said with a wink. “Mrs. Campbell, I would like you to meet Detective Hobbs, he will be helping me with your investigation.” A surprised Hobbs raised his eyebrows before giving her an encouraging nod.


    “First thing’s first. Detective Hobbs will drive you home right now and have a look at your house for clues, okay?”


    “Thank you, Detective,” she said. “Could I just ask a little favour of you?”


    “Sure, ask away.”


    The old lady peeked over her glasses. “When you do get the thief, could you give him a good hiding for me? My Robert would have.”


    Randall smiled. He thought it was funny hearing the old lady talking tough. “Don’t worry, ma’am, we will give him what he deserves, won’t we, Detective?” Randall said, throwing his car keys to Hobbs.


    As Hobbs walked Mrs. Campbell towards the hall, he turned and called out, “Oh yeah, boss, and don’t forget our little appointment this arvo at the gym.”


    “Don’t worry, I haven’t forgotten, just make sure you’re there,” he said confidently.


    * * *


    Maybe I’m getting too old for this, Randall thought as a big right hand from Hobbs glanced his headgear and caught him on the side of the nose. He shook his head and backed away to gain his composure. A small trickle of blood meandered out of his nose into the crease of his cheek. Wiping it with his right glove, he smeared the blood across his face. He didn’t like to bleed, it was a sign of weakness.


    “You right?” Hobbs asked.


    “You worry about yourself, sport. You’ll need God in your corner today, my friend,” Randall garbled, defiantly biting down hard on his mouthguard. Randall was no slouch with the gloves, and had an imposing muscular six-feet frame, but today it appeared Hobbs may have had the better of him. For a big man Hobbs was quite agile as he danced around the padded ring, peppering Randall’s head and body with neat, sharp blows. Randall could feel the blood-flow from his nose increase as the fight went on. Trying to hide the injury, he continued to wipe the blood with his gloves. Seizing on a concentration lapse by Hobbs, he got in close and checked him with a couple of short lefts to the head. Hobbs took the blows in his stride and slipped away comfortably.


    Randall, being a competitive bastard by nature, just didn’t want to survive the encounter nor did he want to give a good account of himself, he wanted to win. Ducking a couple of menacing swings from Hobbs, he realised his only chance was to get in nice and close and take Hobbs’s long reach out of play. As he skipped in to get closer, he was hit with a big right hand across his left temple, which sent him spinning into the ropes and onto the canvas.


    The old Police Boys Club gymnasium was spinning as he lay face up. He momentarily forgot where he was until he looked to his left and saw Hobbs’s size fourteen shoes busily jogging on the spot. Extending his gloved hand, Hobbs asked almost apologetically, “Need a hand there, boss?”


    To save face, Randall sprang to his feet. “Listen, you worry about yourself, sport,” he said, still trying to deal with the spinning room. Shaking his head and stretching his neck from side to side he did his best to refocus. A cocky Hobbs stretched his chin out a number of times to entice Randall to hit him. Randall saw this as the ultimate insult to his ability as a wave of anger overcame him. With anger came power and strength, and with a plan in mind, he held his gloves up and peered over the top to see a determined-looking Hobbs march towards him. He danced and skipped around the ring a little to entice the giant to come in for the kill.


    As Hobbs moved in close, he feigned a left jab, which drew the giant’s guard up to protect his head and left his midsection open. Seizing the opportunity, he delivered the killer blow through a punishing short right to the ribs. The crack of the blow echoed through the gym and sent the giant staggering backwards onto the floor in the corner of the ring. Holding his mid section, he lay moaning, totally finished.


    Randall bounced and skipped around the ring, pounding his gloves together as he looked down at his opponent with a look of total satisfaction. “C’mon now, up you get,” he urged. Seeing that Hobbs was no longer in the contest, he spat his mouthguard into his glove, which left a long string of saliva. Wiping the spit with his left glove, he reached out with his right to help Hobbs up.


    “Looks like you’ve had enough for one day, big fella,” he said, pulling Hobbs to his feet.


    Spitting out his mouthguard with a pained expression, Hobbs said, “You got me good. Real good.”


    “Respect goes a long way,” Randall said patronisingly. “And remember, you are only as good as your last punch… and mine was bloody exceptional.” Hobbs raised his eyebrows in agreement. Being the quintessential sportsmen, Randall helped his injured opponent from the ring to collect his bag and then onwards to his car. Reaching the driver’s side door, a grinning Randall eased Hobbs into his seat. “Well, big guy, see you at work tomorrow, and please don’t hesitate to ring me if you need a lift, you know, with that injury and all.”


    Hobbs looked straight ahead, still looking unhappy with his defeat. “Won’t need a lift, boss, I’ll be okay,” he mumbled, gingerly pulling his seat belt on. Randall watched the car drive out of the car park and turn up the street. He knew a return bout with quite a different outcome might not be too far away.


    With music blaring, Randall drove home from the gym with a huge smile on his face. He was a little concerned about the injury Hobbs may have sustained, but on the other hand he may have passed on a valuable life lesson. Always respect your opponent.


    Over the sound of the music, he heard a vibrating sound on the console. It was a text message on his silver phone from DL. Will ring in thirty to discuss bait. “That would be bloody right,” he muttered.


    Speeding and weaving through the city traffic, he needed to make it home before the thirty-minute deadline. “Get out of my bloody way,” he yelled impatiently at a motorist in front who had apparently stopped for no reason. Randall followed up with a long blast of the loud horn from the Merc. As the car in front slowly moved on, he saw that it had stopped to allow a small dog to cross in front. The dog looked a little lost as it crossed the busy street without its master. “Sorry, mate,” he said, waving apologetically. He didn’t like to see animals hurt.


    * * *


    Once home he burst through the front door flinging his bag and jacket on the floor on his way to the dining room. Placing the phone on the dining table, he took a few deep breaths as he settled himself into a chair. Looking at his watch he could see it was exactly thirty minutes since the last text. As he patiently waited, he was amazed at just how loud the kitchen wall clock ticked when there was total silence in the house. Glancing down at his wristwatch, he confirmed he had the time right. Finally the silver phone vibrated and madly jumped around on the tabletop. Flipping the phone open, he put it to his ear.


    “Randall, my boy, how are you?” Noel asked in his soothing voice.


    “Good as can be, how about yourself?”


    “Always plenty to do, we never seem to run out of assignments, do we? Matter of fact, there are hundreds of future assignments being born every hour.”


    Randall laughed. “So true, so true.”


    “Anyway, we need to discuss the current bait. He has had a good run so far, but we are starting to wonder whether his use by date had arrived.”


    Randall paused. This topic was very unexpected and had caught him totally off guard. “I know we’ve had him a lot longer than the others, but he has been a bloody good operator,” he said supportively.


    “I appreciate what you are saying, but we need to start planning for a change in bait. I think it would be best for all. We are also a little concerned about how his disposal may affect you after such a relatively long association.”


    “C’mon, Noel,” he urged. “You know I have been around long enough to not get emotionally attached. Rest assured, when he buggers up you will get the text to finish him off.”


    “That said, you still need to start preparing for future assignments without him. If his time is up you need to let us know straight away. As per usual, if we see him not playing by the rules he will be terminated immediately.”


    “Understood.”


    “Okay then, look after yourself and we will be in touch soon.”


    “Okay, Noel, speak later.” Tapping the phone thoughtfully on the table, Randall considered the current bait, “Irish”. Out of all of baits he had managed, none had been with him as long as Irish, and now it seemed their partnership was in its twilight.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    CHAPTER 6 - ABACUS


    


    Randall recalled his very early conversations with Noel when he was first told about the organisation Deliver Live and the Abacus. Initially, as expected, he was sceptical until he was provided with two things. Firstly, confidential documentation supporting Noel’s account, and second and most importantly, DL granted him a wish.


    In nineteen sixty-eight, the US Military and American Federal Police performed training missions together as part of the Civil Disturbance Plan to ensure homeland security in the USA. The Civil Disturbance Group, or CDG, ensured that both civil disturbance and law enforcement issues could be capably managed when the need arose. A top military general and a high ranking federal police officer headed the group. Each decade the charter for the Civil Disturbance Group changed on a needs basis to address the challenges of a rapidly growing population. In the late eighties the group became more focused on preparing Americans for the challenges of the future. All forecasts pointed to an escalation in civil unrest and crimes of violence as the rapidly increasing population put resources including oil, food and water under severe pressure.


    On the twenty-ninth of April, nineteen ninety-two, the Los Angeles riots ripped through the city, following the not guilty verdicts of the police who were alleged to have beaten Rodney King. Both the CDG and National Guard were activated to quell the five days of rioting. In the aftermath of the melee, fifty people had been killed, four thousand injured, twelve thousand arrested, and the damage bill was estimated beyond a billion dollars. It was evident that authorities had become incapable of stopping the violence as innocent people were assaulted, killed and robbed.


    As a direct result of the LA riots, the following year in nineteen ninety-three, the Civil Disturbance Group was reduced to a smaller cell, still headed by a military general and police chief. The reduction in size of the CDG allowed them to covertly undertake a highly secretive assignment. The CDG were tasked to secretly “cleanse” society of violent individuals in order to reduce the impact of incidents of anarchy and unrest in the future. America’s inability to control these individuals during times of unrest made it a necessity. The CDG operated under total immunity from prosecution, had an unlimited budget, limitless powers, unrestricted access to information, and were answerable to no one. In order to achieve their mission, it had to be this way.


    The CDG were provided with their own intelligence team known as the Abacus. The Abacus consisted of analysts with both financial and intelligence backgrounds. The Abacus devised the formulae used to identify the targets for CDG to terminate.


    The formulae selected targets were based on their pre-disposition for violence. Violence was chosen as the baseline as it was a common trait that all rioters and serious offenders shared. Violence also came at a huge cost in terms of financial burden to the community. These costs included court costs, criminal compensation, and costs associated with the rehabilitation of victims. Once the offender was incarcerated there were huge costs associated with jail upkeep. As the target continued to offend, the cost to the community escalates.


    The Abacus determined that on the balance of probability the offender had a reliance on drugs or alcohol, meaning they had an above average reliance on the public health system. Their dependence meant that many were unemployed so also relied heavily on government benefits for income.


    


    The Abacus found that it was highly probable the offender would breed. It is also likely that the offspring would be raised in a less than favourable environment, being regularly exposed to violence and dysfunctional behaviour. Combining these environmental factors with the DNA strand from the father the Abacus concluded that there was a very strong likelihood that the trend towards violence and offending would become cyclic, meaning the burden to society would continue from generation to generation.


    Once the Abacus had identified a target it was the role of the CDG to terminate the individual. The CDG were so successful in their mission that there was a marked decrease in serious crime involving violence with public order issues becoming more manageable. The CDG were now positively influencing the make-up of future generations by culling violent individuals who stood to stifle advancement.


    America’s closest allies, who shared similar lifestyles and values, included the United Kingdom, Israel, Australia and New Zealand. During secret top-level meetings all of these countries were invited to join the Civil Disturbance Group initiative. Seeing the overwhelming benefits of the program, they embraced what it had to offer and were all included on one condition. The condition being that they accepted CDG’s non-negotiable oversighting role, effectively bypassing government intervention.


    Australia operated under the assumed name, Deliver Live, and like the USA model were headed by a high-ranking officer in the combined armed forces and a high-ranking police chief. They were afforded the same support and immunity enjoyed by their American counterparts. Deliver Live was not answerable to the Australian Government, they answered directly to the CDG in America. That way, governments in the various countries were at arm’s length from the work that was being covertly done. America and her allies all benefited from this arrangement knowing that they were taking affirmative action for internal security and at the same time addressing the financial and psychological cost of serious crime. The long-term gain was a population who were capable of taking mankind forward on the limited resources the future had to offer.


    As was the case in the USA, the targets identified in Australia generally had reliance upon drugs and or alcohol. Deliver Live followed the lead of America in culling targets by exploiting their drug habits. The Abacus in Australia had a dual role, in that they identified the targets for DL to cull, but also nominated suitable “baits” who would be appropriate for getting in close. Randall learnt that as a DL operative his role was to handle and manage the baits who were sent in to kill.


    When Noel had explained the history of DL and the Abacus, he knew Randall would need more. He knew that DL would have to demonstrate to him how credible and influential they truly were. So Randall was granted a wish. Not just any wish, it was an open wish for anything he desired. The grooming of Randall throughout his teenage years whilst a ward of the state meant that DL knew his every thought, they knew what made him tick and they certainly knew what motivated him. So by granting him the wish, they knew exactly what he would want and they were prepared to give it to him to secure his services.


    Randall would never forget the day Noel offered him the wish. He would never forget the day he was offered the opportunity to exact revenge on the animals responsible for his parents’ brutal murder.


    “So, Randall, what is it going to be? What can DL do for you to show you we are genuine?”


    Randall sat down with the phone to his ear. He knew exactly what he wanted. “So you say you will do anything I choose, anything.”


    “That’s exactly right. You name it, it will be done to the letter.”


    “I want Fleming killed. Just Fleming, leave Jenkins for me, I need to sort him out myself.”


    “Okay, that can be arranged,” Noel said casually.


    “But I want him to suffer. I want him to really suffer before he dies. Let me think about it and we will speak tomorrow, is that all right?”


    “Sure, I will ring again at six P.M. tomorrow.”


    Randall had agonized all night as to how Fleming would meet his end. He had waited for this opportunity his whole life and now that it was here, he wanted to make it as brutal as possible. He longed to kill Fleming himself, but there would still be Jenkins left and he was the ringleader. He figured if he planned a horrific death for Fleming, Jenkins would live in fear thinking he would be next. He wanted Jenkins jumping at shadows and never really knowing who to trust in jail. He wanted Jenkins to know that eventually he would endure the most unspeakable torture before being murdered. After spending the night plotting Fleming’s death, Randall felt ready to give his instructions to Noel the next evening.


    “So, Randall, what is it to be?”


    “You said anything, right?”


    “Just say the word, it will be done.”


    “I’ve decided I don’t want him to die,” Randall said cryptically.


    “What do you mean?” Noel asked sounding a little confused.


    “He is to live on, but he might as well be dead as he will be living in hell.”


    “Go on,” Noel urged.


    “He is to live on but without his senses. He won’t be able to talk, see, feel or hear.”


    “All right, and how do you want this done?”


    “I want it staged. The first time I want him held down. He will no doubt close his eyes as the bleach-filled syringe closes in. I want the syringe plunged through his eyelid and deep into his eyeball. Then the eyeball is to be pumped full of bleach. Even if his eyeballs do not explode under pressure, which I expect they will, the chemical will permanently blind him and severely burn the eye socket. The pain will be so severe he should pass out, which will make the next task that much easier.”


    “Okay,” Noel said, obviously making notes.


    “When you finish with the eyes, I want his tongue hacked off and ground into the floor. Then I want him left. He will see no evil or speak no evil as he is plunged into total darkness.”


    Randall again paused and waited for Noel.


    “Got it,” Noel said.


    “After a few months of not being able to communicate with anyone, and living in darkness, he will be a much easier target for the second attack. This time I want his fingers cut off so he no longer has the sense of touch. He will have to rely on others to wipe his ass and pull his dick.”


    “Okay,” Noel said.


    “Finally, I want his inner ears stabbed with a spike so his eardrums are irreparably damaged. He will not be able to hear. He will live in darkness and deafness.”


    “So you definitely want him kept alive?” Noel asked.


    “I definitely want him kept alive. I want Jenkins to see him. I want Jenkins to live in total fear and I want Jenkins to know his time will come.”


    “Okay,” Noel said calmly.


    “Anyway, I expect that Fleming will only live on for a couple of months. We won’t have to kill him, he will go insane before killing himself.”


    Noel finished his notes and joked, “Okay, Randall, so let me get this straight. You are leaving him with his nose, ’cause he can still smell with that, you know.”


    “Noel, I’ve given this some thought,” Randall said evenly. “There are no pleasant smells inside a maximum security prison, so I don’t want him to miss out on those. So the beak stays.”


    Noel chuckled. “Okay, Randall, it will be done. It may take a couple of weeks to set up, as you could understand, but the first stage will be completed in the next few weeks, I would guess.”


    About a month later Randall learnt that Fleming was bizarrely maimed in custody, just as Randall had instructed. Randall was amazed at just how willing a “Lifer” in jail became when a significant monetary offer had been made to enrich his family on the outside. Lifers were serving life behind bars in any case, so a small errand such as a mutilation was not too much to ask.


    Two months later Randall learned that another “Lifer” had mysteriously disfigured the unfortunate Fleming again. This time, by cutting off his fingers and permanently damaging his eardrums. Now the nightmare had begun for Jenkins, and it would only be a matter of time before Fleming would take the easy way out.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    CHAPTER 7 – MEET THE TEAM


    


    The following day, Hobbs arrived at six forty-five A.M. to find Randall already hard at work in the Fishbowl. “Morning, boss,” he called, making his way to his desk in obvious discomfort.


    Looking up from his computer monitor, Randall clasped both hands behind his head and rocked back in his chair. “Morning, big fella. How did you pull up?”


    Hobbs grimaced as he slowly lowered himself into his chair. “No worries, boss, fine, good as new.”


    “Good to hear and you’re a damn fine sport to go with it,” Randall said jovially with a more nasally tone than usual to his voice. “But you’ll get your shot at the title again, big guy, when you’re feeling up to it.”


    Returning to his work, Randall’s nose felt irritated as he sniffed loudly. Looking to see that Hobbs was occupied, he quickly ducked his head under the desk, pushed his finger up one nostril and gently prized out the long length of toilet paper that had stemmed the flow of blood during the night. Tossing the bloodied paper into the bin, he quickly pulled a fresh tissue from the box on his desk, stuffed it into the bleeding nostril, and squeezed the outside of his nose so it still maintained its natural appearance. With first aid taken care of, he calmly rose above the desk and continued typing as though nothing had happened.


    * * *


    About midday, Detective Georgie G ducked his head into the Fishbowl. “You on for lunch, boss?”


    “Lunch?”


    “Farley’s, boss.”


    “Oh yeah, Georgie, it’s Tuesday, isn’t it? I’ll just tidy up… be with you in a sec.”


    


    Georgie G was the most indecisive member of the team. He was of Greek heritage and stood about five feet six inches tall with a stocky build. He had thick black hair, which he brushed forward giving the impression he wore a poorly fitted toupee, or at best was a throwback from the beatnik era. Either way, he was a very interesting-looking character. Little Georgie G rode a big bike, an immaculate Harley Davidson Heritage Softail, which he parked in a protected corner of the police compound. Georgie still lived with his mother and grandmother at the age of thirty-five. Randall often joked that if his mother ever wanted him out, she would have to take out a court order to evict him. He was the butt of many jokes, however, gave as good as he got. He had a tremendous sense of humour and provided plenty of entertainment in the office. His indecisiveness aside, Georgie G was a very reliable and dependable member of the team.


    “Boss, you right to go?”


    “You got keys?” Randall asked, pulling his jacket from his chair.


    Today was Tuesday, and at midday on Tuesday everyone went to Farley’s for lunch and coffee. Randall saw it as a good opportunity for his hardworking staff to get together once a week to chat and talk shop outside of the work environs.


    From the passenger’s side, Randall watched Georgie move the seat adjustment to the full forward position to accommodate his squat frame. Randall was well aware of what would come next. “So, boss,” Georgie said, upbeat. “Which way do you reckon will be the quickest today?”


    Randall looked straight ahead and without expression. “For Christ sakes, Georgie, we’ve been driving to this place for a couple of years now, which means you have made this trip almost a hundred fucking times. Make a bloody decision, son.”


    Under unwanted pressure, Georgie gripped the steering wheel tightly, squinted as if in pain, and finally blurted out, “Okay, boss, we’ll go Canterbury Road.”


    Driving from the compound, Georgie seemed comfortable with his decision until… “Big mistake, mate. I wouldn’t have picked that way myself, the traffic will be insane.” His suggestion had the desired effect as Georgie G fidgeted and appeared to second-guess his bold decision.


    Tapping on the sides of the steering wheel like a pinball machine, he asked, “Well, which way would you go, boss?”


    Randall looked at him and shook his head. He was truly one of the great procrastinators. Having had his fill of amusement, he put him out of his misery. “Only dicking with you, mate, Canterbury Road is as good as any.” Georgie relaxed in his seat and smiled again. “I hope you don’t have too many more rash decisions from here on in,” he joked. Sitting idly in the Sydney traffic, Randall took the opportunity explore the inner Georgie G. “Georgie G, I’ve got a question for you, but it is of a personal nature, if that is okay?”


    George grinned. “I had a feeling you hadn’t finished with me. Anyway fire away, boss, you know I’m an open book.”


    “Well, Georgie, you must know that decision-making is not your great strength. But having said that, you do have great attributes in other areas.” Georgie nodded, he would know there was a sting in the tail coming. “Anyway, getting back on track, I’ve gotta know, with your indecisiveness, how do you manage to organize a sexual encounter with a woman.” Georgie G turned down the radio and smiled as Randall continued with his explorative questioning. “Because there are plenty of decisions to be made in that area, my friend. Firstly there’s whether or not to ask her out? Where to take her, dinner or dancing? After a successful night out, your place or mine?” Randall stopped momentarily. “Sorry, Georgie, mum and granny are at your place, so it’s obviously their place. Then we get to the sex bit. Who’s on top, you or me? What position now? And the list goes on and on.” Georgie laughed at Randall’s observations. “It just seems that you would be way out of your depth, there are way too many considerations in the dating game thing, you know.”


    Georgie G pushed back from the steering wheel until he was casually leaning back in his seat. With one hand on the wheel, he pushed his sunglasses down his nose with the other, and peered over the frame. “Don’t worry about me and the laaaadddddies, boss. It is the one activity in life where I know exactly what to do first time, every time.”


    Randall laughed out loud. “Of course you do, Georgie, of course you do.”


    * * *


    Farley’s was a large popular café on a main street at Five dock that sold good strong coffee and large meals. The team sat in the same private corner of the café, out of hearing from other patrons.


    Randall took his usual seat at the end of the table, facing the entry door. This was a force of habit. He always had to be facing the door. He could only put it down to watching too many westerns where cowboys would be shot in the back as the bandit entered the swinging double saloon doors. At least this way he could see the bandit coming. From his position he surveyed the café.


    Young couple to the left of the entry door, his head is down and she is pointing at him. They are fighting. No ring on her finger, so they’re not married. She is picking up his mobile and pointing at the screen. I think he has been up to no good. Old man to the right of the door, reading the paper, wearing a lot of gold around his neck and bracelet on his right wrist. He also has large gold rings. Looks about seventy years old, possibly Italian. His hair is obviously dyed dark as his eyebrows are still grey. He is glancing out into the street. He is waiting for someone. Probably a younger woman… bingo here she comes. She has been shopping with three bags full. Who says you can’t buy youth. Over next to the opposing window, two suits having coffee, talking shop, just picking up on English accents, probably in sales. Poms can sell ice to the Eskimos. One getting up, kisses the other on the mouth. Shit, didn’t see that coming. Old lady sitting alone near the serving counter, well-dressed, a lot of makeup. Her fingers are yellow and she has deep creases around her mouth. She smokes heavily, probably her whole life. She is coughing, a chesty rattling cough. Shit, that doesn’t sound good. Bulge in her handbag, I can just see the neck of a spirit bottle. So she likes a tipple too. She looks lonely. At her age I guess it is whatever gets you through.


    To Randall’s immediate left sat Hobbs, and next to him, Mounier Elsamad, better known as The Sheik. The Sheik was a very confident, affable man. Born in Australia of Lebanese parentage, he stood about five feet eleven tall with a solid build, huge hands and a welcoming smile. He was a very thorough investigator and an excellent communicator. The Sheik was a bit of an entrepreneur, owning a security business on the side, which had a number of shopping centres, a private hospital and a crematorium as clients. All the detectives in the office had at one stage helped him out with his business, either working for him as a security officer or managing it when he was away. When anyone in the office was a little short on cash The Sheik would offer them shifts to help them out.


    On Randall’s right sat Georgie G the indecisive one, and next to him Leanne Browne. Browne was spelt with an “e” and she made sure everyone knew it. Leanne was the only female in the office, came from a forensic background, and was a very well-respected member of the team. Leanne stood about five feet six tall, had an athletic build with shoulder-length dark hair and piercing blue eyes. She had applied on many occasions for a position within the detectives’ office, however, had been overlooked due to inexperience. This all changed during a very challenging shift when she was in uniform working in general duties.


    Leanne had been working with another female officer on the general duties truck. An increase in female officers meant that there was the odd rare occasion when two female officers were rostered on the truck together. During the shift, Leanne and her more inexperienced partner drove upon two offenders in the process of stealing a car from under the local R.S.L Club. The two female officers found themselves in a struggle with one of the thieves as the other fled. Unbeknownst to them, the heavily set man they were fighting had just been released from jail after a long stint for armed robbery offences. During the struggle the thief repeatedly punched Leanne to the face as she stubbornly held on waiting for backup to arrive. Other police soon arrived to find Leanne holding on with blood streaming from her nose and mouth. The offender she was fighting was arrested and the other rounded up soon after.


    With a heavily swollen and broken jaw, Leanne got to her feet and walked over to handcuffed prisoner. “Please don’t tell me that is the best you’ve got, you couldn’t even shake a little chick like me.” The prisoner was a forlorn figure as he was dragged to his feet and led to the police van. At the van’s rear entry the prisoner’s head repeatedly came into contact with the door frame, helped by a firm grasp from a thickset vengeful officer. “Oh, do watch your head,” she yelled sarcastically while being treated for her injuries. For her dedication and commitment Leanne was rewarded in the coming weeks with a permanent position in the detectives’ office. A posting that Randall had initiated and endorsed.


    At the other end of the table was Detective Gary James or Jesse, as in Jesse James. He could talk the leg off a chair, had the gift of the gab and loved life. He was one of the older guys in the office, being about forty-six years old. He had a dark mullet-styled haircut, stood about six feet two tall with a medium build. Jesse was the self-appointed social co-ordinator for the office and also a paranoid germ-a-phobic. Jesse was on a never-ending crusade to rid the world of germs with his endless supply of hand wipes, gels and antiseptic foams. Watching Jesse use a public toilet was a sight. He turned on taps with his elbows, and when it was time to leave he would use a hand towel to grasp the door handle or would patiently wait for someone to enter so he could squeeze past them without touching the door handle. Phobias aside, Jesse brought a lot of experience to the office in the area of narcotics. When Randall was on leave or away, he called upon Jesse to fill his shoes as the acting Chief of Detectives.


    “Afternoon, Meg,” Jesse called to the waitress as she approached with her pad, pen and the newspaper.


    “Is it Tuesday already? Jeez, where did the week go,” she said with a big smile.


    “Usually when you are really looking forward to something the days go slowly,” Randall said cheekily.


    “And who says that I look forward to seeing you, Mr. Big Shot Detective,” she joked, carefully spreading the newspaper out in front of him.


    “Thanks, Meg,” Randall mumbled, immediately drawn to his reading ritual. Immersing himself in the paper, Randall had the capability to also listen in on the conversations around him and could even contribute when required.


    “Meg, he always seems to get the preferential treatment from you, and I suppose I understand. The sarge is quite a handsome man… for his age,” Hobbs said.


    Randall peeked over the top of the paper. “Why, big fella, I’m chuffed. I didn’t know you felt that way,” he said, flicking through the pages.


    “Why, Bob and I are just good mates, aren’t we?” Meg beamed.


    Randall looked over the paper. “Meg, they are only young. They wouldn’t understand that you and I are deeply connected on a truly spiritual level.” Randall licked his fingers to turn the next page.


    “Well, I’d better keep moving, there are coffees to make,” she said, taking the last of the orders before heading to the kitchen.


    Once she had left, Leanne reached across and brushed Randall’s sleeve with her hand, as if she was sprucing him up for a date. “Boss, why don’t you two stop mucking around and go out on a date? You’re single and I think you would be sweet together.”


    Randall remained silent as Jesse came to his rescue. “Leanne, since when were you appointed the office matchmaker?”


    “Well, you’ve got to admit this little game the boss plays with Meg is a bit sickening, don’t you think?” Leanne asked, neatly folding her serviette. Randall felt all their eyes looking at him for a response as he quietly read his paper. Succumbing to the pressure, he looked over the top. “To be honest, Leanne,” he said seriously, “I do fancy another woman but she is in a relationship at the moment.” There was silence at the table as the team tried to piece together who she was. Randall continued to tease further. “I am just waiting to see how things go between them. I think there maybe problems in the relationship, so I’ll bide my time and make my move when the time is right.” There was another long silence. Randall could see them looking at each other for the answer. “Anyway, Leanne, how are things going at home between you and Keith?”


    There was all-round laughter at the table as Leanne reached across and hit Randall playfully in the arm. “You bastard. Very funny, boss. Yeah, we could get together, wouldn’t that be a hoot. You and my dad could hang out at the family Christmas party together and go lawn bowling and fishing.”


    “All right, all right, point taken,” Randall said, chuckling to himself. Pointing his index finger at Leanne, Randall’s tone turned serious. “But if I was a few years younger, my dear, I reckon I’d have a fair chance with you.”


    Leanne rolled her eyes. “Oh please, I’ve heard it all.”


    Meg interrupted the friendly banter with a tray of coffees, which she handed around the table, leaving Randall’s for last. “And here is the special one for you, Bob,” she said, sliding a short black in front of him.


    Randall took a long sip. “Magic as always, Meg, truly magic.” Meg smiled, swivelled, and walked away as Randall unashamedly stared at her.


    “You back with us, boss?” Georgie asked.


    Randall smiled, realising he’d been caught out. Changing the subject and at the same time opening up the informal gathering, Randall spoke. “Anyway, Sheik, where are we up to with our serial rapist?”


    “Well, boss,” Sheik replied with his big hands clasped under his chin. “As you know, we have the same DNA profile with each victim. We are still looking at the same suspect. We’re at a point where we are going to get him in and ask him to supply a mouth swab, then do the comparison.”


    “When are you doing this?” Jesse asked from the end of the table.


    “Georgie G and I were going to ring him this afternoon and arrange it for tomorrow.”


    “And what happens if he refuses?” Hobbs asked.


    “Well, we will have to reassess, but we will probably be forced to do some surveillance and try to look to get some covert DNA from him from discarded food or drink cans.”


    Randall sat thoughtfully as he sucked the coffee from his moustache with his bottom lip. “He’s married with kids, isn’t he?” Sheik nodded. “Well, why not use them as leverage,” he said, leaning back in his seat and putting his hands behind his head. “Don’t forewarn him, just turn up tonight at his house after dinner when the whole family is at home. No doubt the wife is going to want to know why the jacks are at the front door. She will listen in. Tell him that his vehicle has been identified in the vicinity of one of the rapes, and we need a saliva DNA sample in order to eliminate him and his vehicle from the inquiry. He will not turn you down with her there. He will want to keep the peace at home and not make her at all suspicious.”


    There was silence as they all considered what Randall had just proposed. “Yeah, boss, I think that’s the leverage we need, unless anyone can think of another way to tackle it.” Sheik shook his head in approval. “Done then, we’ll look at it tonight.”


    Randall put his paper down, folded it neatly, and then looked at Leanne. “Leanne, how did you go with the post mortem results for that deceased the other night?”


    “All the blood at the scene was from a burst peptic ulcer, which was also the causation of death. There were no other injuries, so it will be written off like that. So even though it looked like a horrific murder scene, there was nothing in it.”


    “Nothing in the toxicology report?” he asked.


    “Nope, nothing,” Leanne answered quick fire.


    He carefully opened up his paper again and read as the others chattered. Midway through the publication his eye was drawn to an article headed, WARLORDS REEK HAVOC IN SOMALIA. He read through the article, which detailed the plight of villagers in Somalia, where tens of thousands of people, including children, were starving and being murdered by warlords and their despicable armies. He read that foreign aid to the country in the form of food, money and drinking water were being hijacked by the warlords before it could reach the needy. As he carefully read the article he thought, This is exactly what the future for mankind will be like when things get tight. Good honest people starving and being murdered, while the immoral prosper. It was his view that places such as Somalia could provide a vivid insight of life in the future if anarchy reigns and things fall apart.


    “What are you reading, boss?” Georgie asked curiously.


    Randall looked up momentarily. “Bloody warlords in Africa starving the kids and killing the innocent.” Still shaking his head in disgust, he posed a question. “All right, here is a question for you all to consider. It’s a hundred years from now, the planet has less water, less food, less fuel and a far greater population. There are definitely not enough resources to keep everyone alive. What do we do?” There was silence at the table as Randall continued. “Because if we do nothing, life worldwide would consist of war, famine and unrest.”


    Once again there was no response and a distinct lack of enthusiasm at the table. “All right, put it this way. At some stage decisions need to be made about who lives on the dwindling resources and who doesn’t. So whom do we choose to survive? And how do we choose who survives?” They appeared to consider his newest scenario.


    He tapped the paper with the back of his hand. “I’m looking at this article here about Somalia, and it seems to me that anarchy is what we have to look forward to if we don’t make tough decisions soon. Put yourselves in the shoes of say the UN or the President of the free world, what are you going to do to save mankind.”


    Leanne broke the rather long silence. “Well, boss, this is quite a grim lunchtime topic, but to answer your question we have to choose quality people to live on.”


    “And how do we deal with the riffraff?” Randall asked eagerly.


    “We sterilize them?” The response came almost expectedly from the Sheik.


    “Why do that?” he asked, already presuming his response.


    “To stop them breeding.”


    Randall looked at Jesse. “What do you think, Jesse?”


    “I reckon you all sound like members of the Nazi party, you know, the perfect race, blonde hair, blue eyes, six feet tall and all the rest. It didn’t work out for Adolph and I can’t see it working for anyone else.”


    “Two different things, Jess,” Randall argued. “We’re talking about people’s attitudes and behaviour, not the way they look.” Looking around the table he doggedly continued. “The thing is, in recent times we have had incidents that give us an insight into what it would be truly like to live in a world where anarchy rules in times of hardship.”


    “What times? When are you talking about?” Leanne asked inquisitively.


    “Do you remember Hurricane Katrina and the severe flooding of New Orleans, USA, in two thousand and five? Everyone was homeless and food and water was rationed. The only shelters available in some areas were the huge sporting stadiums into which entire communities were crammed. Inside the stadiums, there was next to no police presence and a severe shortage of food, water and clothing. What happened next was unimaginable for a civilized society. Gangs of criminals took advantage of the lack of police presence and roamed the stadiums like a pack of hyenas, victimizing those they saw as easy targets. Law abiding citizens were robbed, raped and murdered by gangs. The authorities were seemingly powerless to do anything about it. I believe this is a clear indication of how things will be in the future if tough choices are not made soon.”


    All the detectives looked puzzled as to why he had such passion about the subject. As Leanne had initiated the topic, she seemed compelled to speak. “Right, boss, yeah, I remember when that all happened, it would have been quite terrifying for the families. It is hard to believe that things can deteriorate so quickly in modern society.”


    Randall looked at Hobbs. “You’ve been quiet, big fella, what do you think about all this?”


    Hobbs, with clasped hands, spoke calmly. “Well, I hope it never gets to a point where we have to decide who lives and who dies. I’m sure our Lord would sort it out before it gets to that point.”


    “What if he doesn’t?” Randall asked. “He’s doing bugger all in Somalia now,” he said, pointing to the article in the paper.


    Hobbs fidgeted in his chair uncomfortably. “Boss, it’s not our place… We don’t make those decisions. We can’t make those decisions.”


    Randall could see that Hobbs was unhappy about the topic of conversation, so he dropped it and continued reading.


    * * *


    With lunch concluded, Randall looked around the table and chose the most appropriate time to speak. “Hobbsy went to a break-in yesterday at an old dear’s house. Her late husband’s war medals were stolen. No doubt one of our local crooks is responsible. I want the big fella and you, Georgie G, to dedicate today to going to all the pawnshops and give them a twist. They have to turn up. Can all of you speak with your informants today and see what else we can come up with? I know it’s only a relatively trivial matter but it is quite important to me that we get a quick kill. I need someone in the dock tomorrow, okay?”


    


    

  


  
    

    CHAPTER 8 - HIGHRISE HELL


    


    Randall finished off his sandwich. He looked down at his right sleeve on his white long sleeve shirt and scratched at a small faint spot.


    “Don’t tell me you have still kept that shirt, boss?” Hobbs asked, smiling.


    “I told you before, it is a quality shirt. Matter of fact, when it got the stain it was the first time I had ever worn it and it was a bloody expensive one too. Anyway, you can hardly see the blood spot now, look, it’s fading.”


    Leaning over to closely study the blemish, Hobbs seemed unconvinced.


    “Leanne,” Randall called, seeking a supportive ally. “From where you are seated can you notice the spot?”


    “Well, you can’t tell it is blood, put it that way. It sort of looks more brown than red, like you have spilt a drop of coffee or something.”


    “See, big fella, the shirt still looks a million bucks,” Randall said reassuringly. He took another long look at the spot, and recalled the day his shirt was soiled.


    It was about midday six months earlier when Randall took a phone call in his office from an emotional male. “Detective, I am very sorry about what you are going to find. I have a gun and I am going to end it. I am at Richmond Plaza apartments, level twelve, room one two one four. Sorry.” The desperate man hung up before Randall had a chance to talk.


    “Shit, out of all the cops in New South Wales, he has to call me. Bloody hell,” Randall complained, opening his top draw to pull his pistol out. Looking outside the Fishbowl, he saw that all his staff were out with the exception of Hobbs who was seated at his desk, gorging one of the many protein shakes he drank every day. “Big fella, just got a call from a troubled individual, wants to end it. Quickly finish your Milo, then we’d better go.”


    Both detectives set out to the high-rise hotel on the other side of the patrol. En route, Hobbs calmly looked out his window and asked, “So what did he say?”


    “He said he wanted to end it and he was going to use a gun, that’s pretty much it,” Randall said casually. “Then the rude bastard hung up before I could ask him anything.”


    Hobbs looked across and smiled. “Bloody rude of him, wasn’t it?”


    “Too right it was. If you were talking to the very last person before you topped yourself, wouldn’t you at least engage in some sort of meaningful dialogue? I know I am probably not your first choice as a conversationalist, but I do feel that it was a lost opportunity for him.”


    Parking outside the hotel, Hobbs asked, “Boss, do you think we should call the tactical guys or not? If he has a gun it might be a good idea.”


    “No, no, we’ll go and have a look first. We don’t want to turn it into a big show. Once we know what we have got, we’ll make a decision then. Okay?”


    Flicking his police badge open to the young duty manager, Randall said routinely, “Detectives Randall and Hobbs. We have received a call that one of your guests in room one two one four has some serious mental issues. Could you get me a spare key for this room so we can check on him? Thanks.”


    The young politically correct manager made the dire mistake of questioning Randall’s authority. “Well, Officer, do you have a search warrant to enter the room, because I don’t think you have the grounds to just demand a key for a man’s room.”


    Hobbs looked away. He knew the manager had made a grave mistake. Randall leant on the counter, inches from the manager’s face, and said calmly, “You obviously watch a few crime shows on tele, don’t you? So you would know the law inside out, wouldn’t you? Well, fucking listen to me, pencil neck. The bloke in room one two one four has probably got a gun. And if he shoots the joint up and kills a few of your customers, I hope you’re prepared to explain to the coroner just how you fucked the police around who were there to save lives. But if you’ve watched a few re-runs of Dirty Harry and think you’ve got it all in hand, go ahead, we’ll leave you with it.”


    The Duty Manager seemed to instantly adjust his attitude. “Oh well, in that case, I’m sorry, I’ll just get the key for you,” he said as he hurried into an adjoining office.


    Hobbs looked at Randall. “Jeez, boss, you went easy on him. I thought you were going to let him have both barrels.”


    Randall sighed with arms crossed. “I don’t know, big fella. There are so many of these silly, misguided bastards like him walking amongst us these days, you get to a point where you can’t help but feel a little sorry for them all.” Hobbs looked away to hide his amusement.


    The manager returned a couple of minutes later, “Sorry, I can’t locate one now, officer. Let me just check these front drawers.”


    As he rifled through the drawers it became obvious they were dealing with a young man new to the job. “Have you by chance heard any loud noises or had any of the occupants report a loud noise on the twelfth floor today?” Hobbs asked.


    With his head down madly searching, the manager replied, “No, nobody has reported anything.”


    Randall’s patience had waned. “Mate, we will head up there now. If you get a key, be a sport and run it up to us on the twelfth. Okay?”


    The manager nodded as he continued to pull items frantically from the drawers and stack them on the counter.


    The detectives entered the mirror-lined lift awaiting them. As Hobbs hit the button for the twelfth floor, Randall took the opportunity to adjust his tie and run his fingers through his hair. “Trying to look good for the dead guy, boss?” Hobbs asked grinning.


    “Listen, big fella, there is nothing wrong with having a bit of personal pride in your appearance. And let’s not forget, there is every chance we will require the ambulance for this job, and as you know the ambulance service is employing all types these days, and among them cute lasses.”


    Hobbs shook his head. “You’re always prepared, aren’t you, boss?”


    “You bet,” he replied, brushing lint from his trouser leg.


    The lift doors opened directly opposite room one two one four. With pistols drawn, they hurried from the lift and took up positions either side of the door. Randall rapped on the solid core door. “Sir, it’s the police. If you can hear me let us in and we will have a talk about this.” There was nothing.


    Hobbs banged on the door a second time, this time much louder, but again there was no response. Randall pushed his ear against the door as a loud rumbling shuddered through the building. “Shit, what was that?” He heard the elevator door open behind him.


    “What’s going on?” the young duty manager said, retreating to the back of the lift. He looked totally freaked by the sight of guns.


    “Never you mind. Have you got the bloody key?” Randall growled.


    The manager nodded and threw a key from the safety of the lift. “This is the one to the room on the right. I can’t find the one you need. You might be able to climb out on the ledge and get through the window, though. Good luck.”


    “Great,” Randall whispered sarcastically.


    “Well, if that’s all you need I’ll be downstairs,” the manager said as he quickly hit the closed button and headed for the ground floor.


    “Useless bastard.” Randall cursed as he turned and slid the key into the adjoining room door and then quietly pushed it open. Entering the room, he walked over to the window and slid it open as far as he could. Standing back from the window with his hand on his chin, he visualised Hobbs against the opening. It was apparent that only one of them would fit through the gap and it wasn’t the giant. Who bloody says rank has its privileges.


    Hobbs, who was still guarding the front door, poked his head around the corner. “What’s the plan, boss?”


    “The plan is that I’m going to have to go out the window and climb along the ledge, because your big boof head won’t fit.”


    “I don’t think you should go. We don’t know who this guy is and he is armed. It’s too dangerous.”


    “There’s no worries, relax, everything will be okay. You just watch the door. I’ll let you in the front door before you know it. The smart money is on him being dead anyway.” Randall sprung up onto the sill and pulled himself sideways out the window as Hobbs returned to his post at the front door.


    The narrow ledge outside was only about a foot wide. He wasn’t scared of heights but the thought of a twelve-storey fall did concern him. He soon realised that he was going to need the free use of both hands to steady himself against the wall. Slowly bending down, he shoved his pistol into his ankle holster. He looked down to the ground below. There were no trees to break a big fall, no café awnings to provide a relatively soft landing, and no freshly laid turf as a last resort, just hard unforgiving concrete. Standing side on, with his rear and palms pressed firmly against the brickwork and toes overhanging, he felt very nervous. On the street he could not recall any breeze, however, up here it was definitely present. The breeze itself was not strong enough to push him off balance, but the sudden gusts mentally unnerved him. As he started the slow sideways slide towards the window, he looked on the ledge ahead and saw a bizarre obstacle in the form of heaped pigeon crap. Rather than try to step over each mound, he decided to push the dung along with the outside of his shoe as he advanced.


    Inching his way along the narrow ledge, there was no turning back. It was now official he was scared as his heart beat out of his chest and the sweat slowly soaked his shirt and pants. He could even feel that sweat on the soles of his feet as he tensed his toes to maintain a grip on the ledge.


    As he approached the window to the room, he grabbed hold of the handle and felt instant relief. The thick window curtains prevented him from seeing in. He had a quick look down onto the street and could see a few tiny figures walking across the pedestrian crossing. Directly below on the pavement, he saw a familiar-looking male shading his eyes with his hands as he looked straight up. That’s that useless bloody Duty Manager, he thought. If he had only got me the right bloody key I wouldn’t be out here. Randall glanced down at the large mound of pigeon crap he had accumulated. He carefully pushed the powdery mound off the ledge with the outside of his shoe, and smiled as the cloud gently fell towards the unsuspecting manager.


    He pushed the window handle gently and felt it slide open. Sliding it back a little further, he used his fingers to carefully open up a small gap in the thick curtain. Stealing a quick peek, he saw the silhouette of a man seated near the door. Once his eyes adjusted to the dark he saw what appeared to be blood splatters on the wall behind the man and an object the shape of a rifle between his legs.


    Randall was confident this guy posed no threat to him. Pulling the curtain wider, he scanned the room to make sure there was no one else. Squeezing through the opening, he jumped down from the windowsill onto the floor. Now in the room, he could hear a deep wheezing sound, Shit he’s still alive. With one wary eye on the dying man he reached across, flicked the light on, and unlocked the front door to let Hobbs in.


    Hobbs entered the room and joined Randall in staring at the dying man as he clung to life. Whilst the sight was grotesque Randall could not look away. He saw the double-barrelled shotgun was wedged between his legs and was pointing straight at his head. The gun had blown away the majority of the top half of his head, leaving the intact bottom jaw, which looked like a cup of overflowing blood. His heavy breathing created a red froth, which bubbled from what used to be his mouth. As he breathed, a loud gurgling sound filled the room.


    “Ring the ambulance, mate,” Randall said calmly, without haste. He knew what the outcome would eventually be; the question was how long was he going to hold on for. Randall was hardened to death and unpleasant crime scenes but this was different. There was absolutely nothing he or Hobbs could do to help. He only wished the man had “checked out” before they had arrived.


    Hobbs returned from making his call and joined Randall who was still fascinated by the fact he was still alive. Randall reached down, grabbed the barrel of the gun, and gently eased it from the hands of the dying man. While carrying the gun across the room, a single drop of blood fell from the butt of the gun and landed on his right sleeve. “Oh great, blood on my new shirt. Can you friggin’ believe it!” Throwing the gun down in disgust, he stomped over to the basin to wash his sleeve.


    “Only use cold water, boss. If you use warm the blood will set in the fabric,” Hobbs advised while still keeping a vigil.


    Looking back as he scrubbed his sleeve, Randall studied the bloodied wall behind the dying man, the giant pool of blood at his feet, and the fragments of hair and brain scattered throughout the room. If we get out of here with just a drip of blood on a shirt sleeve we have done bloody well, I reckon.


    The gurgling breaths had now started to become more shallow and sporadic. “What’s the plan if he stops breathing, boss,” Hobbs asked anxiously.


    “Mate, if there is a God, as you tend to believe, he will stop this poor bastard breathing,” he said, still feverishly working on his sleeve. “Bloody hell it doesn’t look too good.” Randall said, drying his sleeve with a towel. “The stain is there for good, I reckon.”


    “What can we do if he stops breathing? How do you resuscitate a bloke with half a head who really doesn’t look human.” Randall knew that with Hobbs being a religious man he felt an obligation to help in some way, to do something.


    After a lengthy silence Hobbs asked, “Boss, what are your thoughts on euthanasia? Do you reckon we should be able to help this guy end it?”


    Randall looked up at the bloodstained wall, and then back down at the dying man. “Look at this poor bastard, he’s fucked, half his brain is on the wall behind him. Look at him chugging along. He wants to die, but his body won’t let go. It is totally involuntary. Watching him like this is not doing him any good, nor you and I any good. We should be able to help him for sure.” Randall momentarily thought about his assignments at DL, which some would consider, ethically, far worse than euthanasia. Resting his hand on Hobbs’ shoulder, he said, “Big fella, if there is a hell out there I’ve pretty much booked a seat anyway, so finishing off this bloke isn’t going to make much of a difference, is it?”


    Hobbs sat in silence, staring at the dying man with a troubled expression. “Boss, you’ve got a good heart, you have done many good things and the Lord always forgives, if you let him. We have been put on this earth to do a very difficult, thankless job and to be good at it; you’ve got to get your hands dirty.”


    Randall sat quietly and thought about what Hobbs had said. Maybe he is right, I have done some good things to help people. Maybe I’m not so bad. But the big question is… how dirty is dirty.


    “Big fella, put on the tele, will you? We need to lighten the mood in here a little,” Randall said, glancing at his watch. “I think Ellen might be on, let’s see who her special guest is today.” Hobbs always knew he was serious, often in sad situations like this. When you were seeing and hearing the unthinkable, you needed an escape, even just a short one.


    He walked across the room flicked on the television, turned up the volume and returned to his seat, positioning himself so he could still see the dying man with his peripheral vision.


    At the first commercial break, Randall glanced across at the dying man and saw that there was no change. Shaking his head, he stood up, turned the television off, and walked over. Pulling on a set of rubber gloves from his pocket while staring straight ahead at the man, he said, “Big fella, I need you to go out into the hall, call off the ambulance, and let the radio know we have a body here.”


    Hobbs looked at the man and could see he was still breathing. Whilst he wasn’t in great shape, he definitely did not fit the category of a “Body for collection.” Randall turned to face Hobbs and gestured for him to leave. Hobbs quietly walked from the room and into the hall, gently closing the door behind him. Randall reached across and secured the door lock. He did not want Hobbs to see anything, nor did he want Hobbs to have any involvement in what was to come next.


    Randall leant across the dying man and looked down onto the cup-like bottom jaw where he could see the jagged windpipe, through which he breathed. The windpipe was surrounded by red foam and serrated flesh. Pushing his gloved thumb, forefinger and middle finger together to form a wedge, he gently pushed it into the windpipe, sealing it. He looked on as a high-pitched slurp came from the unsealed rim around his fingers. Pushing his fingers in deeper for a complete seal, he watched the chest rise and fall in a number of quick phases as he fought for air. Moments later the body finally succumbed as it shuddered to a complete stop. Seeing the man was finally at peace, he pulled his fingers from the windpipe, pulled his gloves off inside out and put them back into his pocket.


    Leaning across, he gently unlocked the door while still watching the now motionless corpse. Hobbs entered the room and stood next to Randall in the now silent room.


    Putting his arm on Hobbs’s shoulder, Randall said, “Sometimes your God needs a little help, big fella.”


    Staring at the motionless body, Hobbs finally spoke. “Maybe you’re right, boss, but I didn’t have the courage to do it.”


    “It’s wasn’t courageous, if anything it was just righteous.”


    Hobbs nodded.


    “Don’t beat yourself up; you’re no coward, mate. You’re just doing what your beliefs tell you is right.”


    Hobbs walked over to the window and leant against the frame as he looked out into the blue skies. Randall looked across at him he looked deeply troubled. Hobbs bowed his head and looked down onto the windowsill. “Faith should never come at the expense of compassion, should it, boss?”


    Randall considered what Hobbs had just said. “Never a truer word spoken, mate.”


    * * *


    Randall was woken from his daydream by a gentle tap on his shoulder. “Another coffee, Bob?”


    “Sorry, no thanks, Meg.” Looking down at his sleeve he thought, Maybe the big guy is right and I should get rid of this shirt. No one really wants to remember those occasions.


    Randall rose to his feet and grabbed his jacket from his chair. “All right, lady and gents, let’s get back into it.” Everyone threw their share of the bill into the middle of the table as they left, leaving a heaped pile of cash and change. Leanne returned to hurriedly neaten the pile of notes and change as Meg came over to collect it. “Till next we meet, Meg,” Randall called as he headed for the door.


    “Yes, Bob, see you next Tuesday.”


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    CHAPTER 9 – THE BAIT


    


    Looking out from the Fishbowl, Randall watched his busy team go about interviewing a team of safe breakers. During these busy times, the phone constantly rang, usually from defence lawyers trying to get to their clients before they sang. So whoever had a free hand would pick up the next call and stall the lawyers just long enough to allow the extraction of an admission. Just as Randall was about to take the next call, he felt the vibration of the DL phone in his pocket. When it rang, he had a feeling of excitement and anticipation. It usually signalled the opportunity to rub out another problematic crook from the landscape.


    Opening the phone, he read the simple text message. Check the bait. He immediately deleted the text, flipped the phone closed and thoughtfully tapped it on the desk. “The bait” was a term used at DL for a person who was nominated to assist him with his assignments. He was often asked to check “the bait” just prior to a new assignment.


    Randall had had many baits over the years, but once they broke the rules, worked outside of the parameters or generally put DL at risk, they were finished. He both supervised the bait, and when required, gave the order to terminate the bait. The actual termination was performed by DL. He never knew where they died or how they died, he just knew they had. There were the odd occasions where DL themselves had decided that the bait was unsuitable and simply sent him a text to say they had “Changed the bait.”


    This had been the case in a few instances where the bait had turned hostile and had tried to report DL to other authorities. This would prove to be a fatal error in judgment as DL were so well connected and so powerful they would quickly get word of the information and deal with it appropriately. Once the bait had been changed, Randall received the details of the next recruit in the following days. Generally, baits had serious outstanding offences, outstanding debts, drug habits, and were loners. They were basically people who generally could not be believed or trusted by society. Having leverage applied by Randall on behalf of DL, such as reduced jail time for family members, jail avoidance for themselves, elimination of debts, cash incentives and the threat of an untimely death, they soon became model recruits. So basically the bait was chosen for their dishonesty, debt to society, drug addiction and lack of ties to the community. This made them people who had nothing to lose, would not be believed in what they had to say, and most importantly would not be missed when they were gone. Randall was acutely aware that the bait’s movements were being continually monitored by DL, and therefore, it would stand to reason, that his movements too were under close scrutiny by the organisation.


    In order to fund the baits’ activities and DL expenses, Randall was provided with four thousand dollars cash each month. The cash was delivered by mail to his home address. It came in a plain brown envelope on the very first day of the new month.


    His current bait had an Irish background so he simply referred to him as Irish. Randall had handled him for about seven months, which was an eternity in this line of work. They shared quite a good relationship, which was not an ideal situation as it was inevitable that one day Randall would more than likely be required to give the order for his termination. Deep down Randall hoped that DL would make that decision before he had to.


    In response to the latest DL text, Randall walked out of the office, down the hall, and out into the car park to make a private call. “Irish, my lad, how are you?”


    “Good thanks, Detective,” replied Irish in his thick accent.


    “Listen, Irish, I need to meet you now.”


    “Oh, well, actually I have to…”


    Randall cut him off before he could conjure up an excuse. “Irish, do I have to remind you of your debt to me?”


    There was a momentary silence. “No, no, of course not.”


    “Thirty minutes, Chinese joint, Petersham, don’t be late,” he said firmly before hanging up.


    Randall walked along the hall and entered the toilet bock off the hallway. Thumping his locker with the underside of his fist, the door sprung open. He pulled out a pair of jeans and polo shirt, which he quickly changed into.


    After battling his way through the afternoon traffic, he pulled up outside the rundown Chinese restaurant at Bourke Street, Surry Hills. Sitting quietly in the car, he watched people walking past, periodically glancing up at the rearview mirror to look for anything out of the ordinary behind him.


    Council workers seated in a ute, both smoking, unshaven, look a little sus. No, no wait. There’s a barricaded manhole opposite, there on a smoko break, they’re okay. Young couple at the bus stop, kissing, he is squeezing her ass. If they are undercover they are really getting into their role. Arab-looking guy smoking outside a shop, looking up and down the street. He’s a crook, no wonder he looks sus. Met by another shady bloke with his hands in his pockets. They enter the shop together, probably a drug deal. They’re up to no good, but not my problem right now.


    Once comfortable with his surroundings, he left the car and crossed the road. Pushing through the restaurant door, he was instantly hit by the smell of burnt cooking oil. There were two separate rooms to the restaurant, which were divided by a large algae-filled fish tank. Randall pulled up a seat at a small table directly behind the fish tank, hidden from street view. He peered into the murky tank. I won’t be ordering seafood from this dodgy joint, he thought. He pushed his face up closer to the glass, and whispered, “Surely nothing lives in there.” Squinting to look for any sign of life, he was shocked when a face popped up through murky tank.


    “Boo!”


    “Shit, Irish!” Randall shouted, reeling backwards and almost falling from his chair. Irish walked around the tank chuckling. “You know, Irish, I didn’t think it was possible, but the distortion in that tank actually made you fucking uglier.”


    “Now, now, Detective, my mother would be most upset if she heard you talking about her little lad like that.” Irish lowered himself into the chair, still giggling. They both got on quite well, but Randall needed to stamp his authority and get down to some housekeeping.


    Randall’s voice took on a serious tone as his jaw became taut. “Listen, Irish, before we go on, let’s get something straight. You owe me a lot more than you know, and when I ring to speak with you, I expect that you will drop whatever dodgy activity you are up to and do what I bloody tell you to. I do not want to hear any of your half-baked bullshit excuses.” Randall pointed a menacing index finger. “Remember, Irish, it is smarter to be on my team than against me.”


    Irish held his hands up apologetically. “All right, all right, I understand, I apologise. I’m having a real rough week.”


    Randall stared him in the eye. “Rough week, you say? It would be a lot fucking rougher in the slammer doing the few years you owe, wouldn’t it?”


    He nodded. “I understand, Detective, I won’t forget my place. I promise you.”


    With the housekeeping aside, Randall took on a more caring demeanour. “Anyway, Irish, how are you going?”


    “Good, good,” Irish replied, still looking a little gun shy.


    “Are you still living local?”


    “Yep, yep.”


    Randall scanned the restaurant, leant in closer and whispered, “I’m here to tell you we may have an assignment coming up.”


    “Really, well, I’m ready when you need me. How did the last one go? Did the gift kill him?”


    Randall’s face contorted as he banged his fist on the table top. He was enraged. “What are you talking about?” he grumbled angrily, while trying to keep his voice down.


    “Oh, oh sorry, n-nothing,” Irish stammered, obviously realising he had made a huge mistake by talking about the past.


    “Let’s go,” Randall said, grabbing him by the collar and pulling him to his feet. Now up, Randall released his grip on his collar and nudged him towards the toilet.


    At the rear of the restaurant, the hapless Irishman was pushed through the toilet door, almost losing his footing. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” he begged.


    Randall raised his index finger to his lips. “Shhhhhh.” Irish was pushed against the tiled wall with Randall standing opposite. “Now strip,” he ordered. Irish knew the drill; he was to be searched for a concealed device.


    Randall watched on intently as Irish slowly removed his garments and passed them to him one at a time. He kicked off his shoes first, which Randall banged against the wall to see if any loose objects would fall out. Once satisfied, he threw these on the ground at his feet. Next came the socks, jeans and finally the T-shirt. As the clothes were handed to Randall, he gave them a shake. “Irish, I’m not going to stab myself with a hidden syringe, am I?”


    “No, no, there’s nothing.”


    Randall scrunched the clothing firmly with his strong hands as the forlorn figure of Irish watched on in just his underwear. “Take it all off,” he barked.


    Irish obediently kicked off his underwear on the floor at Randall’s feet. Randall stood on the garment with his size twelve foot and pivoted on it, as if butting out a cigarette. When satisfied there were no wires or listening devices, he pushed the clothes along the wet floor with his foot into a heap in front of Irish. Raising his index finger, he poked the naked Irish in the chest. “Get dressed and never, ever, talk about the past again. And for the record,” he hollered, looking around the ceiling of the room as if being recorded, “I don’t know what bloody job you are talking about.” Randall continued to lecture as Irish slowly got dressed. “Irish, you need to just do what you are told. That’s it. I have stuck my neck out for you and if you stuff up again it will be the last mistake you make, trust me.”


    “It won’t happen again, Detective, I-I s-swear,” stammered a worried-looking Irish.


    Irish left the bathroom with head bowed like a chastised kid, closely followed by Randall. Once they got to their table, he sat down while Randall remained standing. “I’m off,” Randall said, looking out into the street still outwardly seething.


    “Aren’t we getting something to eat?” Irish asked timidly.


    “Don’t feel like food now… You just remember what I said.” Randall tossed four one hundred dollar notes onto the table on his way out. “Get yourself something to eat and there is a bit over for whatever you need.” Randall hurried towards the exit door and pushed past a customer who was entering at the same time. He knew Irish would spend all the money on heroin, but that was part of the deal. DL liked the bait to remain “on the inside” of the drug trade. It made them easy to dispose of and it also made them more credible to their targets.


    Randall crossed the road to his car and opened the driver’s side door. Pulling the silver phone from his pocket, he threw it in anger onto the passenger’s seat as he ducked his head and pulled himself into the driver’s seat. Resting his head on the top of the steering wheel, he clenched the sides of the wheel hard, which made the muscles in his forearms bulge. “Fucking Irish,” he cursed, squeezing the wheel even harder. He looked over at the silver phone lying on the passenger’s seat. “It’s time, it’s over for you, Irish.” He picked it up and flipped it open. He thought about his earlier discussion with Noel. Perhaps he was right; it was time for a change in bait. He stared at the phone’s screen. It was decision time, and Irish’s untimely death was only a text away.


    Randall firmly pushed on the buttons until the text, Change the bait, was displayed on the screen. As his thumb hovered over the send button, he took a few deep breaths, and looked up over the steering wheel to see Irish crossing the road in front of him. He watched as he weaved in and out of the traffic jam to make it safely to the other side. He looked excited. Money for drugs will do that to an addict.


    Watching Irish seemed to calm him a little. He thought about the previous assignments that Irish had completed without a hitch. Perhaps this time it was an honest mistake, he thought. After flipping the phone closed and turning the key, he whispered, “He gets one more chance, that’s it.” Irish had no idea how lucky he was today. Randall knew that wise old Noel was right again and it was just a matter of time.


    * * *


    Enjoying a relaxing read of the daily newspaper, Randall was interrupted. “Boss, you got a sec?” Georgie G called from the doorway.


    Peering to the side of the publication, Randall joked, “Can’t you see I’m flat out, Georgie.” He turned to leave. “Come in, mate, I’m just having a lend of you. Take a seat,” he said, putting his paper down and folding it neatly.


    Georgie sat in the seat opposite. “Boss, you know the trial for that home invasion with that grub Kel Digby?”


    “Yes,” Randall said attentively.


    “Well, the jury has come back with a not guilty on all counts, the break in, the robbery and the sexual assaults on the women.”


    Randall shook his head. “How did that happen it was a bloody strong case?”


    Georgie G shrugged. “I don’t understand.”


    “That’s what happens when barristers, solicitors and judges get together and stop half the bloody evidence getting in.”


    Georgie G looked out the window. “The way it is going, boss, the jury won’t be able to hear any evidence so no one will be convicted.”


    “The problem is,” Randall added, lowering his voice for effect, “the judges, barristers and solicitors live in affluent areas of the city. The closest they come to serious crime is being short-changed at the local grog shop. So when it comes to determining sentencing and the laws governing admissibility of evidence, they don’t give a damn.”


    Georgie nodded. “Eventually crime will spread to their areas, but it will be all too late by then.”


    “Oh well, we’ll keep locking them up and they’ll keep letting them out. That’s modern day justice, and there is not much we can do about it,” Randall said, quietly justifying his DL assignments.


    “I just thought I would let you know,” Georgie said, getting to his feet. “Now the worst part, I have to tell the victims.”


    Randall shook his head. “I know, Georgie. They’re not going to take it well. It is going to be hard for the girls to move on when they know that piece of shit is walking around, free as a bird. It’s just not right.”


    Once Georgie had left the room, Randall spun around and looked out the window, shaking his head. He felt really angry and at the same time sympathy for the victims. Glancing up to the bookcase, he parted two folders and pulled out his concealed small moleskin-covered book. He spun around and opened it on his desk. On the very first page he looked down the list of six names who all possessed what he called the Jenkins Gene. He was not sure how or why, but over time, one by one, the six names had been crossed out with a single black pen stroke. He figured it was one of the guys in the office having a bit of fun. The police regulations dictated that black pens were always used by anyone under the rank of sergeant, blue by sergeants and red by inspectors. So it was more than likely the black lines were from one of his staff. They were also the only ones who had regular access to his office. Pulling his blue Mont Blanc pen from his shirt pocket, he added Digby’s name to the list in the book, which now became the only name that had not been defaced. Looking at the black lines, he said, half smiling, “One day I will find out who is bloody doing this and why.”


    All day Randall stewed over the Digby acquittal. It annoyed him as he had personally worked with Georgie G on the case and had come to know the young female victims quite well. He knew how seriously affected they were by the crime, and Digby’s acquittal would compound the pain they felt. The offences committed by Digby had parallels to those committed against his parents, so Randall had Digby firmly in his sights. By the end of the shift, Randall was still restless and annoyed at the acquittal. He knew he wouldn’t sleep that night until he did something about it. So he decided to check on the welfare of his newest addition to the moleskin book.


    * * *


    Later that evening, he sat patiently in his Merc outside the rundown red brick unit block in which Digby had last resided. He wanted to confirm he still lived there and what his movements were these days. About eight P.M., Digby emerged from the unit block, dressed in a pair of faded jeans and hooded black jacket. As he strolled along the path, Randall slowly drove behind him from a safe distance of about three hundred metres. Digby did not appear to have a care in the world as he casually peered into shop windows. A further two blocks along, on the corner, he saw Digby enter the local pub, the Edinburgh Hotel. The Edinburgh Hotel was an old single-storey working class inner city hotel built at the turn of the century. It was a popular pub with the locals and tonight was one of the busier nights.


    Randall parked the car across the road, removed his pants, shirt and tie, and then wrestled on his jeans and a polo shirt. As he walked towards the hotel entrance, he could hear the loud hum of the patrons inside.


    Pushing through the door, he made his way through the crowd to the bar. “Just a schooner of Reschs, love,” he said to the young barmaid. Leaning casually on the bar, he looked around the crowded hotel. He found Digby sipping a schooner of beer as he spoke with a number of people near the pool table. The people he was engaging seemed genuine and normal. He wondered what they would have thought if they knew he had committed a break-in, raped two young women and had been unfairly released into the community. The problem, as he saw it, was that vermin such as Digby were a protected species in big cities. Nobody knew their background and nobody knew what they were capable of. But people had a right to know. Privacy laws allowed the Digbys of this world to mingle with humans with total immunity.


    Sucking the beer froth from his moustache, he focused all his attention on his nemesis. He saw the animated, playful Digby approach two women and start chatting. “That’s fucking it,” he snarled. His intention had only been to follow Digby that evening, but now that had all changed. With beer in hand he hurried around the bar and over to the unsuspecting Digby. Extending his index finger, he poked him firmly to the back of the head causing him to overbalance and lurch forward. Digby stopped talking and turned around. The smile instantly disappeared from his face when he saw the stone-faced Randall before him.


    Looking past Digby as if he was not there, Randall warned the women. “Excuse me, girls, but you don’t want to have anything to do with this piece of crap. He raped two girls during a break-in last year and got released on a technicality. He is nothing but a low life.”


    The girls could see from the exchange that there was some merit to the story, so they walked off.


    “Is that right, Sergeant?” Digby said defiantly.


    “That’s right,” Randall said, getting so close to him he was now standing on one of his shoes.


    “Well, Sergeant, you lost fair and square and you can’t go around telling people about my history, it is an offence. It is an offence against my privacy. All I wanted to do was give them a little shag, that’s all. You know I just love a little fun with the women, don’t you?”


    Randall looked around the crowded bar. He wanted to headbutt the rapist right there and then. “Tread very, very warily, Digby. You may think you can stand over women, but I will punch you into next week.”


    “You don’t scare me. I’m free as a bird and there is nothing you can do about it. If I want to take another sheila I will, whenever it suits me.”


    Randall smiled at him. “Is that so? We’ll see,” he said, turning and walking back to the bar. Seated at the bar, he could see that a subdued Digby was no longer the life of the party as he nervously looked in Randall’s direction to see if he was still around.


    Randall ordered a second glass of beer, and just as he raised it to his lips he saw Digby get up and head to the toilet. Randall put his beer down and quickly followed him into the toilet. Hearing the door open behind him, Digby turned around. Without saying a word, Randall walked over and punched him to the side of the head. Digby stumbled in front of the urinal, and then retaliated with a punch, which harmlessly deflected off Randall’s solid shoulder.


    Randall countered with an uppercut to the chin, causing Digby to collapse onto the tiled floor. Randall reached down, grabbed a handful of his hair, and dragged him to the edge of the urinal. Pushing down with all his weight, he submerged Digby’s face in the blend of stale urine, scented tablets and rusty water. After pulling his head out to allow him a short breath, he once again pushed his face into the putrid liquid. He felt instant pleasure as he watched Digby struggle and blow bubbles as he fought for air. He felt like he could easily have drowned him there and then without any regrets. No one would miss him and no one would have cared. But the time was not right. Finally releasing his grip, he smiled as he watched Digby cough and splutter uncontrollably.


    Walking to the basin, a nonchalant Randall pushed on the dispenser of liquid soap and cleaned his hands. Looking into mirror, he saw Digby slowly get to his knees with matted hair and saturated clothing.


    Pushing the door open Randall said, “For God’s sake, Kel, tidy yourself up. How are you going to pull sheilas looking like that?”


    * * *


    The next morning, Randall waited until all his staff arrived before asking how they had fared the day before in finding the war medal thief. With a dirty brown mug in hand, he walked slowly from the Fishbowl into the main office. Georgie G was madly typing at his desk as a heavy hand rested on his shoulder. “Well, Detective, how did we go yesterday? I checked the charge book this morning and I don’t see our thief in it.”


    Georgie G stopped typing and turned to face him. “Well, boss, we went to most of the local pawnshops and gave them a twist, no luck, nothing.”


    He gave Georgie G a friendly pat on the back and looked over at Hobbs who smiled. Randall knew Hobbs had something by this look. Winking at Hobbs, Randall continued, “Oh well, Georgie, can’t say we haven’t tried, can we?” Georgie G looked puzzled; he knew Randall did not give up that easy. He watched him walk around to Hobbs on the other side of the table. “And you, big guy, any luck?”


    “Might have, boss.”


    “Well, let’s hear it, Gulliver,” Randall joked, sipping on his coffee.


    “I spoke to one of my informants and he says the pawnshop in Bexley is well known for taking medals from crooks.”


    “Mmm, sounds like a possibility, and it’s not too far away,” he said, combing his moustache with his index finger and thumb. “Sounds like we need to pay them a visit. I could do with a little fresh air, anyway.”


    Randall returned to his office, pulled his jacket from the chair and swung it over his shoulder. After taking a last swill of his coffee, he sucked the residual from his moustache and called out loudly, “Lead the way, Detective. Lead the way.”


    


    


    CHAPTER 10 – SHOW US YOUR METTLE


    


    The Ace Pawnshop was a comfortable fifteen-minute drive out of the Ashfield patrol. Reaching their destination, Hobbs pulled into a convenient parking spot directly outside the pawnshop. As he pulled in towards the kerb he hit the gutter and rode along it making a loud screeching noise. Randall looked at him without expression. “Good one, Hobbs. That’s why I usually drive. The pawnbroker’s probably in there pissing himself laughing now.”


    Once out of the car, Randall looked at the rundown building from which the business operated. The paint on the old awning was peeling, making the business name illegible. As he walked towards the entry door, he saw a long crack in the front display window. On closer inspection, he could see it had been repaired with a clear adhesive tape. Judging by its yellow, peeling appearance it had been applied as a permanent fix. To further enhance the look of the jewellery on display, there was a large sheet of rusted steel mesh reinforcing inside the window, serving as a deterrent for both thief and prospective shopper. A faded secondhand dealer’s license hung in the front window: Mr. Frederick Kennedy, Secondhand Dealer. This was the right place, and Fred was the right man.


    Hobbs purposefully pushed the front door open, which jingled a small bell as they entered. They negotiated their way through the clutter of musical instruments, computers, sporting goods, electrical items and power tools scattered all over the carpeted floor. They walked single file towards a short, solid, balding man behind the counter. Just before he reached the counter Randall smelt a damp, musty smell. Looking up at the ceiling he saw the cause, through two large circular stains that had flaked the paint. “Nasty leak,” he said, looking up at the roof.


    The man looked over his reading glasses. “Yeah, the building owner won’t fix it; he charges me a fortune in rent too. Anyhow, how can I help you guys? If you’re here to check my books, they were done the other day and everything was sweet.”


    “No, I’m not interested in your books. I’m Detective Sergeant Randall and this is Detective Hobbs from Ashfield patrol,” Randall said, flicking open his police identification.


    “You’re a long way from home.”


    “You’re the business owner Fred Kennedy, is that right?” Randall inquired.


    “Yes, that’s right.”


    “How’s business, Fred?” Randall asked pleasantly.


    “Okay, not great, but what can you do, times are tough these days,” Fred answered warily.


    “Fred, I’m not here to dilly dally around, I’ll make it quite simple. I want you to hand over all the war medals you have received in the last week, and our job here is done. Understand?”


    Fred appeared off-guard. “Well, Detective, I’m not in the business of accepting war medals and definitely not stolen merchandise, for that matter,” he said as if deeply offended.


    “Is that so?” Randall said, casually picking up a golf club from a nearby bag and practicing his swing. “Well, Fred, that, my friend, is total bullshit. You and I both know that,” he said as he looked down the shaft of the club for any imperfections.


    “I… I don’t know where your information came from, Detective, but it is definitely not reliable,” Fred said nervously. “I run a reputable business here. Speak to the local police, they will tell you.”


    “Listen, Fred,” he said, leaning on the club. “You seem like a reasonable kind of guy, and on first brush a relatively intelligent man. So let me make this clear. Our little meeting here can go two ways. It can be a very cordial affair or it can go very, very badly for you. Your attitude towards my line of questioning will determine which it is to be.” Fred was about to respond, when Randall interjected. “Fred, before you dig yourself in deeper think to yourself; out of the five hundred or so pawnshops here in Sydney, why would two detectives from Ashfield choose mine to look for stolen war medals.”


    Fred remained silent, scratching his balding head as he weighed up his options. He obviously decided to take the chance and stand his ground. “I honestly don’t know what you are talking about, Detective. We don’t do that sort of thing here.”


    Almost on cue, Hobbs strolled over to the front door and slid the locking latch across. He then flicked the cardboard “Open” sign on the glass door to “Closed”. Effectively, Fred was closed for business until this matter was resolved. Fred watched as the imposing figure of Hobbs lumbered towards him.


    “You see, Fred,” Randall cautioned. “My rather large friend here has a personal interest in getting those medals back; they were stolen from his family.” Fred looked Hobbs up and down as the giant took up a position uncomfortably close to him.


    Pointing the golf club at Fred’s head, Randall warned, “We know the medals are here and if you continue to bullshit there is no doubt he will lose his cool. Once that happens you’re on your own. I’ve tried to stop him in the past, but he just can’t be stopped. He’s a thrashing machine, you know what I mean?” As Fred considered his options, Randall changed his club to a putter and worked on his short game.


    Sweat was now visible on Fred’s brow. He was fearful, and he had every right to be so. “All right, Fred, where are the safe keys,” Hobbs demanded, causing him to flinch.


    “Well, guys,” he said clearing his throat. “Let me check with my part-time worker and see if he may have inadvertently taken some. Perhaps he may have, you know, I’m not always here.”


    Hobbs gave him a steely stare. “You do that, Fred… and make it quick.”


    “I’ll find out right now,” he said, picking up his mobile phone from the top of the glass display and walking to the back of the store. He returned seconds later, shaking his head.


    “Let me guess, he’s not answering,” Randall said impatiently.


    “Yeah, it’s really unlike him.”


    Hobbs banged his large fist on the glass display. “How much longer are you going to stuff with us!”


    Fred gestured to the back of the shop. “I’m really sorry he’s not answering, guys. Follow me, if he did take medals they would be out there.” He reached onto his belt and removed a large key ring with dozens of keys attached. He led them out to a dark room at the rear of the store, where his hands shook nervously as he searched for the correct key. At the very rear of the store he stopped at a large, old freestanding safe. “Here we go,” he said, inserting a skeleton key into the door lock before twisting the big brass handle.


    As the heavy door swung open, Fred rummaged inside, while doing his best to shield the contents of the safe with his portly body. Resting his hand on Fred’s shoulder, Hobbs whispered, “Please don’t let me down.”


    Fred turned around and gave a nervous smile before continuing his search. Hobbs looked at Randall and shrugged. Randall nodded and raised his eyebrows. He was confident the medals would be found. “Well, what do you know,” Fred called, placing some medals on top of the safe.


    Picking up the medals and handing them to Randall, Hobbs asked, “Are these the ones, boss?”


    Randall carefully studied the engraving on the edge of the medals. “Well, what do you know, these belong to Private William Campbell, the one’s we’re after.”


    As a direct result of his earlier parking indiscretion, Hobbs was relegated to the passenger’s seat for the return trip. With his elbow draping out of the window as he drove, Randall said, “Big fella, I want Georgie G and you to tidy this up. First, take the medals back to Mrs. Campbell, then I want to see this Greg Butler in the dock tomorrow. Let me know when you grab him ’cause I want to have a little chat to him.”


    


    * * *


    The next morning Randall was in early and hard at it behind his desk when Jesse poked his head in. “Boss, making a coffee, want one?”


    “Thanks, mate, but I’ll come for a walk and make my own.”


    They chatted as they walked through the office, down the hall and into the tearoom near the front station area. As Randall poured the boiling water into his old cup, his general mobile phone rang. Carefully putting his cup down, he checked the screen and read the text message from Hobbs. Got him, back in five.


    “Good one,” Randall said out loud as he dangled a tea bag in and out of his cup. Tossing the tea bag into a bin, he asked, “Boys were out early today, eh?”


    “Yeah, I saw one of the sets of car keys were missing this morning, so I knew someone was out early.”


    He looked on in amusement as Jesse feverishly scrubbed his coffee cup with a scourer. He was cleaning it with such vigour Randall was sure he would scrub right through the ceramic. “Make sure you get her real clean, Jesse. Remember, we’ve got criminals in this building and they harbor some pretty nasty germs, mate.”


    Jesse stopped scrubbing and looked up. “Leave me alone. You know I can’t help it.”


    Taking a sip of his tea, he chuckled. “I’ll leave you to it then. I’ve got to get ready for an interview.”


    Once in the interview room, he moved a chair so it faced the entry door, then set himself up at the table with his pen and notebook at the ready. He smiled as he recalled what Mrs. Campbell had asked him to do with the thief. There was no way he could let that sweet old lady down.


    Hearing Hobbs’s voice in the hall, Randall looked up just as he entered with the prisoner. “Stand there,” Hobbs ordered, walking over to take a seat.


    Looking at the prisoner standing before him, Randall made his usual visual assessment while Hobbs leant back comfortably on a chair in the corner of the room. Tattoos on the back of his hands, a couple of small scabs on his face, gaunt cheeks, skinny body, dark greasy hair, sunken eyes and a fidgety manner. Yep, he fits the usual profile.


    “Well, Greg,” Randall said in an overly friendly tone. “I’ve heard so much about you, it’s good to finally meet you and put a face to the name. Please, please take a seat.” He pointed to a seat under the desk opposite him. Greg slowly slid the chair from under the desk and sat down as he nervously looked up at Randall, and quickly across at Hobbs. He had good reason to be very, very nervous.


    “Greg, my name is Detective Sergeant Randall,” he said flippantly. “I am in charge of the detectives here, and I’m sure you and my partner here, Detective Hobbs, got well acquainted earlier.” Butler nodded as he looked down at the desk. Randall hauled his feet onto the desk, which made the prisoner flinch. Smiling, he leant back in his chair. “Greg, tell me why you believe you are here today,” he asked, flicking through a copy of the report.


    There was a long silence before the prisoner spoke. “No, not really,” he said looking down.


    Randall slid his pen behind his ear and leant over the desk staring at the top of the prisoner’s head. Clicking his fingers loudly, inches from his face the prisoner looked up instantly. “Well, Greg, I understand you have probably been very busy over the last few days, so it wouldn’t be easy for you to narrow it down to one event. So I’ll try to help you,” he said sarcastically. “Amongst other things, you broke into an elderly lady’s house in Summer Hill and stole her late husband’s war medals.”


    Randall leant back into his seat as the prisoner remained silent. He reached into his jacket pocket, got the medals out and carefully arranged them out on the desk ensuring they were evenly spaced. “Greg, have a really good look at those, it may help you to, you know, jog your memory.” There was nothing. An impatient Randall stood up from his seat, walked around the desk and stood directly behind him. Sensing the intrusion of his personal space, the prisoner stiffened in his seat as his neck slowly sunk into his shoulders.


    Randall rested his hand on his shoulder as the prisoner cringed in expectation of a backhander, but instead, Randall slowly massaged him. “Come on, Greg, surely you can remember those,” he whispered calmly into his ear. His hands moved higher as he began lightly stroking the back of his head. The prisoner was now totally on edge as he clutched the edge of the desk.


    Randall knew from experience that the threat of a beating was often more compelling than the beating itself. Sensing the time was right Randall looked at Hobbs and raised his eyebrows, in a signal for Hobbs to take centre stage in his pantomime. “What do you make of Greg’s memory loss, Detective?” Randall asked.


    The prisoner looked up at Hobbs who was now undoing his tie and rolling up his sleeves. “I’m sure I can help him out with that, Sarge.”


    With Randall’s gentle massage and murmurings, and now the prospect of a severe beating from the giant Hobbs, Butler finally cracked. “All right, all right, I pinched them, it was me,” he blurted out. “I need help. I’ve got a bad habit. I don’t know what I’m doing half the time.”


    Randall’s voice took on a compassionate tone. “Well, Greg, if that’s the case, we understand totally, don’t we, Detective?” Randall asked, glancing at Hobbs on return to his seat.


    “Sure do,” Hobbs replied on cue.


    It was now back to Randall. “What you really need is help and understanding. There has probably been things that have happened in your life which have led you down this path, is that right?”


    “Yes, that’s right, totally right. I’ve had a bad upbringing and all,” he said, desperately looking for excuses.


    “Well, my boy,” Randall said, leaning across the desk and sliding a blank piece of paper in front of him. “The best way for you to move forward is to admit your wrongdoings and seek help. I’m giving you this opportunity, so here’s the paper. Now write the Greg Butler story.” Randall pulled the pen from behind his ear and slid it across the desk on top of the paper. The prisoner picked up the pen and looked up at his tormentors before he wrote. As he scribbled, Randall read from across his desk, and occasionally looked up approvingly at Hobbs.


    Having finished writing his account, the prisoner signed at the bottom of the page and pushed it across the table to Randall who countersigned it. “Now doesn’t that feel better, Greg? Like you have lifted a weight off your shoulders.” The prisoner nodded.


    Randall got to his feet and passed the confession onto Hobbs who was putting his tie back on and rolling his sleeves back down. As he neared the prisoner, he swung his big right fist, which collected the prisoner in the ribs and sent him flying sideways off his chair and onto the carpeted floor.


    The prisoner moaned in pain, facing up at the ceiling. Randall carefully picked up a chair, placed it over the prisoner, and gently pinned his shoulders under two legs of it. He then calmly sat on the seat backwards, and pushed down on the legs firmly, so they now burrowed deep into him. The prisoner writhed in pain and let out a loud scream.


    “Sssshhhh,” Randall warned as he leant over the backrest and looked straight down at him. “Greg, I don’t listen to the bullshit and hard luck stories from grubs like you. Take them to your grave.” He leant across and picked up a medal from the desk and banged it on the forehead of the prisoner as he spoke. “Greg, you stole these medals so you could shoot hammer up your arm, and in the process have upset a terribly old war widow. The truth is, Greg, when you do die, no one is going to give a fuck. You would have double-crossed any semblance of a friend you may have had. Members of your family are probably sick of bailing you out of jail and being stolen from, so they won’t care. But until you die, I need to ensure that the good people in our community are protected from the likes of you.”


    The prisoner now grimaced in severe pain. “Fuck, this is hurting. Please,” he begged.


    “Greg, you are going to jail. I will make sure of that. When you do get released, be warned, if I see you anywhere in my area of concern, I will take it as a personal affront, and will deal with it appropriately. And when I am finished with you, my large friend over there will tear you another asshole. Do you understand me?”


    The prisoner looked up and nodded. “You won’t see me, Sergeant. I won’t be back.”


    Randall jumped to his feet and pulled the chair off the prisoner. “Excellent, Greg,” he said cheerfully. “We have an understanding then.”


    Nodding at Hobbs as he left the room he called out, “He’s all yours, Detective.”


    * * *


    As the afternoon progressed, Randall still thought about his run-in with Digby at the hotel the two nights prior. It still troubled him deeply that Digby was enjoying freedom, even having the gall to gloat about his next victims. The judicial system had failed the two girls who had been raped by him. Its decision made him seethe. He now felt compelled to do something himself, to dish out some summary justice.


    Later that evening on his way home, he took a detour. Sitting on a darkened park bench opposite Digby’s unit block, no one would ever have picked him as a police officer. Peering from under the hood of his old baggy jacket, he seemed to blend well with the vagrants scattered throughout the park. He closely watched each person come and go from the street. But he only had eyes for one.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    CHAPTER 11 - TOASTED


    


    Mozart’s powerful Requiem eerily resonated through the cold building, giving it a true cathedral feel. The intermittent roar of the gas fired furnace periodically masked the powerful classical compilation. Through its wide-opened mouth, the red-hot burgeoning belly of the furnace could be seen.


    Hogtied and partially blindfolded with a combination of gaffer tape and thick cable ties, there was no escape for the career felon. If only he had chosen another path in life. But it was now all too late.


    Peering through a small gap in the blindfold, he could see his captor waving hands in the air as if conducting an imaginary orchestra.


    Waltzing over to the control panel and flicking the switch, the captor called out, “Let’s get this party started.”


    He felt the conveyor belt on which he was tied, jolt, and then inch its way towards the blistering hot furnace. This was not built for the living, he thought, eyeing his fiery end. Inching towards its gaping mouth, he yelled so hard he could feel his eyes bulge from their sockets. But there was no point. No one could hear him scream. Wriggling desperately to untie his hands, he now felt the hot breath of the fire lick the soles of his feet. Burning rubber filled the air as his shoes smoked and melted, searing his feet. Yelling and crying uncontrollably, he felt the conveyer stop, and was further relieved to feel it slowly reversing. He now prayed that his captor would see reason and release him.


    The tape was ripped from his mouth. “You didn’t think it would be over so quickly, did you?”


    The felon remained silent, not wanting to agitate his captor.


    “I got you out because there was a question I forgot to ask you. I wanted to know if there was anything you want to say before I fried you?”


    The felon remained silent. His bottom lip trembled. “Aren’t you going to let me go? You’re meant to protect people not kill them.”


    With chin in hand the captor said, “Perhaps I’ll rephrase the question for you. Is there anything or anyone you would like to apologize to before you become dust?”


    His screams echoed through the cold building as he struggled to free himself. His mouth was taped closed. “I guess not, that’s a shame.” The blindfold was tugged off. “There you go, you can see now. I don’t want you to miss out on the next bit. It’ll be very exciting for us both.”


    The switch was flicked on again, causing the conveyer to again creep towards the fire. Running to the first glass viewing porthole, the captor watched the felon twist and struggle as his shoes melted and pants disintegrated. Travelling deeper into the furnace, the hair off his legs sizzled and the flesh started to bubble and melt from his leg bones. Running back to the control panel, the captor stopped the conveyor and again reversed it out of the furnace.


    The scorched and smoking felon slowly appeared from the furnace, screaming uncontrollably. The smell of burnt flesh and singed hair was overwhelming. His bald and blistering head tilted down. He stared in horror down at his blistering body. The lower half of his body was now unrecognizable. His legs and feet were now devoid of flesh replaced by a bony skeletal framework. He had come straight from hell.


    “Now don’t go passing out on me,” his captor urged. “We have the finale coming up.”


    A chilling scream preceded the felon passing out.


    He woke up to the sensation of water being thrown over his face.


    “Welcome back. I told you not to pass out. But you did, didn’t you? Anyway, I bet you thought it was all just a nightmare and you would wake up in your bed all safe and sound. Well this is reality, baby. Look at those bony legs of yours.”


    The tape was again tugged from his mouth.


    Now resigned to his fate he begged, “Just fucking end it. Just fucking kill me, will you.”


    “Okay, okay, patience, please. Now you’re here because you treat women badly, but there are plenty of pieces of crap like you out there who do that. The real reason why you’re here is, unfortunately, you have been nominated.”


    “What do you mean nominated!” he yelled hysterically.


    “There is really no point explaining it to you now, Kel. It is too late for you. In minutes you won’t exist, so it would be a total waste of breath on my part. Anyway, bon voyage and I’ll see you on the other side, Kel.” Uncontrollable laughter echoed through the building as the switch was flicked a final time. He looked across to see his captor smile and wave a final goodbye.


    *


    With the fight now out of him, the felon’s forlorn figure lay perfectly still as he entered the furnace.


    The captor walked to the second viewing porthole where the body had left the conveyor and now lay in the centre of the furnace. The gas flames producing sixteen hundred degrees Fahrenheit beat down on his chest, quickly melting him. The hair and skin was seen to quickly scorch, char and burn. The underlying bright yellow fat sizzled all over his body and ran down his sides, pooling on the floor of the furnace.


    Next the muscles in the arms contracted, slowly drawing up and in to cover the chest. The blackened fingers then balled into a fist and the now bright white skull tilted slightly forward to complete the “Pugilist Pose”. As the music reached a crescendo, the stomach burst open with the yellowy liquid contents sizzling all over the viewing window.


    Over the next hour the felon was reduced to a small pile of dust, bone and a warped belt buckle.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    CHAPTER 12 - THE HEAD


    


    Today was Saturday, and this particular Saturday was a special one. Randall had his kids over for the whole weekend. He had been looking forward to this weekend for some time.


    “I’m doing the world’s best hot breckie, guys,” he called to his kids who were still in bed. “You’d betta get out here or it will be gone. Arnold’s pretty hungry.” Randall looked down at his expectant Jack Russell terrier who was licking his lips as the bacon sizzled. Arnold loved the big breckie, and he knew that if he was patient, he would get the leftover scraps at the end. Arnold was a shared dog. When Randall worked late his elderly neighbours would look after him. He would come and go as he pleased through the doggy door built into side boundary fence.


    “We’re coming,” yelled his son Tim.


    “Jane, are you getting up?” he called impatiently.


    “Yeah, Dad, coming.”


    Randall had a big day planned for his kids. Later that morning they were going to watch Tim play rugby league, and if he was still in a fit state they were going to catch a movie together. The aroma of the served up breakfast seemed to lure the kids from their rooms to the outdoor table.


    Randall passed Tim his plate. “This should give you plenty of go for the big game today, Timmy.”


    “Thanks, Dad,” he said, shoving a crispy piece of bacon into his mouth.


    “And you, my dear, this should put some meat on those skinny bones of yours,” Randall said squeezed her spindly arms. “Anyway, how’s your mum going?” Randall asked as he heaped sauce onto his meal.


    “Good,” they both replied in unison with mouths full.


    “How ’bout the bean counter?” he asked of their stepfather.


    “He’s good but he will never replace you,” Jane said diplomatically.


    “My jokes would have to be better than his, surely?”


    “Yeah, Dad, you’ve got the best jokes,” Tim mumbled with a full mouth.


    Randall was looking forward to spending the whole weekend with his kids. Often work interrupted their visits, but this time he was hopeful things would be different. “How’s the food, sweetie?” he asked his daughter.


    “Excellent, Dad. The way you prepare this fried bacon and eggs is amazing. I will have to get the recipe from you one day and try it at home.” Randall looked at his daughter and smiled; she was growing up too fast, and unfortunately had taken on some of his smart-ass traits.


    Just as Randall stood up to scrape his scraps into Arnold’s dish, the general work mobile phone rang. They all sat silently and stared at the phone as it annoyingly rang out on the table. The kids had seen this play out over and over. Randall had no choice, he was permanently on call and had to answer it. Looking apologetically at his kids, he shrugged and answered it. “Yeah, Randall.” The kids looked at him fearing the worst. “I see… perimeters set up, right, and canvas… yep, no problems, call out Forensic… all right, about half an hour… yeah at the scene. Bye.”


    Randall looked at his kids, he didn’t have to say anything, they knew. Many times before, work had got between them and their father having a nice weekend together. This weekend was to be no different. “I’m sorry, guys, I’ve got a real serious crime to investigate, it just came in.” He didn’t like to share the gruesome details of his work with his kids. He wanted them to maintain a positive attitude about the world, and not be as cynical and distrusting as he had become. Randall was a product of his environment, and thought it best his kids lived their lives, blissfully unaware of the darker side of humanity.


    “What happened, Dad? Somebody killed, a shooting or stabbing or something?” Tim asked excitedly.


    “No, son, nothing like that, but pretty serious just the same.” He knew the crime scene he was about to go to was a lot more macabre than that. Randall held his boy and gave him a hug. “Anyway, guys, I have to go. I’m really sorry. I will have to ring your mum and get her to take you to footy, mate. I’m sorry I have to miss it, I’ve been looking forward to it for weeks.”


    Clearly disappointed, Tim said, “Yeah, I know, Dad.”


    Randall kissed his daughter on the forehead. “I love you both very much,” he said softly. “I hope you both understand that there are other people out there who really need my help. But you will always be the most important people in my life, remember that.”


    * * *


    After arranging his ex-wife to collect the kids, Randall stood in front of the mirror, adjusting his tie up to the collar of his crisp white business shirt. He knew there would be significant press interest in this case, so wanted to look presentable.


    Once in the police car, he turned on the police radio and pushed his work phone into the hands-free cradle. He frantically felt his trouser leg for his DL phone as he reversed down the driveway, and relaxed when his fingers felt the shape of it in his pocket. The officer who had called him out was a uniform sergeant, Mick Abernethy. Having Mick there initially gave Randall confidence, as he was a very capable officer. Randall couldn’t hear transmissions about the scene on the police radio, so it appeared that the sergeant had managed to keep the job low-key, which always helped.


    Experience told Randall that once a crime of this nature was announced over the airway, every media outlet in Sydney would be swarming to be first to report it. He understood the need and importance of media in investigations; he also knew the importance of having some sort of control over them. He knew that once a story broke, the element of surprise was lost. Randall had friends in the press upon whom he could rely, but being a give and take relationship, he would drip feed them exclusive stories from time to time in return for their assistance.


    Reaching forward, he punched the work number into his mobile phone, which was answered by a young female constable. “Ashfield Police, can I help you?”


    He pushed the button on the phone to turn down the volume. “Sall, yes, you can, it’s Sergeant Randall here. Listen, Sall, can you call out my staff for me?”


    “Yes, sure, Sarge.”


    “Call in all the ones you are able to reach at this stage. Have them collect what they need at the office and meet me at the Blackwood Reserve crime scene.”


    “No problems, Sarge, if there are any issues, I will ring you back.”


    “Thanks, Sall,” he said cleaning his teeth with a toothpick.


    As ghoulish as it sounded, Randall enjoyed investigating homicides. It brought his team together and provided him with the thing he constantly craved; a challenge. He likened it to a boxer. All his training and learning over the years were part of his preparation for the big fights, the homicides. And he had enjoyed good success in many big fights.


    Reaching the northern side of the Blackwood Reserve, he crossed the single lane bridge that spanned the Botany River. He looked to his right and saw a uniformed officer standing on the grassed area, which led to the river’s muddy banks. He looked down at the river level and saw that it was low tide. The Botany River was a winding tidal river that snaked through various inner city industrial areas, eventually spewing its rancid, polluted currents into Botany Bay. The river was so notorious for pollution, he couldn’t recall ever seeing anyone swim or fish from it.


    He drove into the reserve’s central car park, and saw police crime scene tape tied between pine trees and wheelie bins to cordon off the riverbank area. A young uniformed officer stood guard at the entrance with a folder. “Good afternoon, Sergeant,” the young officer called, standing to attention.


    He had seen the constable before, but couldn’t recall his name. He hated when that happened. “Listen, mate, do me a favour. My detectives will be here soon, then the forensic officer. No one else is to enter the scene without my say so. Okay? Any problems, let me know.”


    The young constable stood erect with the folder at the ready. “Will do, Sergeant.”


    Ducking under the tape, he smiled as he walked across the sodden grass. He remembered when he too was a young, keen constable. “Bloody hell,” he cursed as his shoes sank into the wet boggy grass. He looked down to see they were now wet and muddied. “That’s just great.”


    Nearing the river, he was greeted by the immaculately dressed Sergeant Mick Abernethy. “Rando, thanks for coming out.”


    “Absolute pleasure, Mick, wouldn’t miss it for the world.” He looked up at the clearing skies that were a mixture of swirling grey clouds and patches of blue. “Looks like she is clearing up.” Mick nodded. They walked around to the western corner of the bank where the ground was more level. Randall chose this spot to scrape the outside of his shoes on the grass. “So what have we got, mate?” he inquired, opening up his notebook and unclipping a pen from the inner pocket of his jacket.


    “About nine A.M. this morning, a couple were out walking along on this southern side of the river. They came from that direction.” The officer pointed to the left towards a small footbridge. “When they got to this point here…” He pointed to an area on the bank directly in front of them. “They saw the black backpack there, which at the time was about two metres from the water’s edge. The female witness waited on the grassed area, while the male walked across the mud flat. As he got closer, he saw an object was falling out of the bag; the object was wrapped in a white sheet. Using his foot, he pushed the corner of the sheet from the object and saw the fringe of hair, forehead and eyes of what he thought was a human head. He yelled out to his wife to call the police. We came down and I was the only one that went onto the flat.”


    Randall interrupted. “Show us where you entered from.”


    They walked over to the edge of the river. “I went in here, and they are my footprints there.” He pointed to a set of footprint impressions in the soft mud, which stopped at the bag.


    “What did you see when you got there?”


    “Yeah, it was a melon all right, with what looked like a single bullet hole right above the right eyebrow. Once I knew it was human, I got out of the scene the same way I came in.”


    Randall looked in the area surrounding the bag and saw a set of deep gouge marks in the mud coming from the water’s edge to where the bag lay. He also saw what appeared to be dog paw prints leading from the grass and down to the bag. “Good work, mate. So can we account for the drag marks and paw prints over there?”


    “No, the witnesses didn’t have a dog and found the bag as is on the bank. They stayed with the bag until we arrived, so nothing went near it after they found it.”


    “Where are the witnesses now?”


    “They are back at the station. I thought you guys may have wanted to talk to them first.”


    Randall pulled his phone from his pocket and called Georgie G. “Georgie, it’s Randall, change of plans for you. Listen, we recovered some remains in the Botany River. There are two witnesses at the station who made the find, can you get statements from them? You’ll have to take their footwear also. When you finish, get the shoes down here and give them to forensics. Make sure the witnesses are contactable on mobile. Thanks, mate.” Randall hung up and turned to Mick. “So are Forensics on the way?”


    The sergeant nodded. “Should be about ten or fifteen now.”


    “Great. Mick, we are going to need a pretty thorough search of the riverbank before the tide gets too high. So can you organise some troops for the search?” Randall pointed to the other side of the river. “We are going to need a line search both sides of the river, about five hundred metres each side of the find. Can you co-ordinate that for me?”


    “Yes, sure. I’ll get on it.”


    “And sorry, Mick, I’m also going to need your boots so I can eliminate them from the scene. Can you leave them here for Forensics and organize another pair?” Pointing to the young constable on guard duty, Randall noted, “That young bloke over there looks about your size, Mick.”


    “Yeah, sure,” the sergeant replied with a smile. “I’ll sort something out.”


    


    With folded arms Randall stood back and observed the scene from a distance. The sun now shone through the clouds and shimmered on the water, making the muddy, silted river deceptively inviting.


    He wondered what secrets were concealed beneath its murky depths. Perhaps other body parts, or a weapon. At this point, he couldn’t be sure if the bag and remains had been dumped at this location, or whether it had been dumped at another location and carried by the strong tidal currents that swept through the Botany River. The area needed to be searched methodically, as when the river and reserve were again opened to the public anything left behind would be lost for good.


    He looked over at the crowded train station, which was just beyond the road bridge he had earlier crossed. He watched the commuters busily bustling to get aboard a train, totally unaware of the morbid find. He wondered what their reaction would be if they knew a severed human head had been dumped only a few hundred metres from where they routinely caught public transport.


    The crunching sound of gravel under tyre signalled the arrival of his team, who were closely tailed by the first press van. He watched the press team scurry from the van to try and capture Hobbs, Leanne and Sheik’s arrival. As his team ducked under the tape, he watched in amusement as the reporter and his photographer fumbled and dropped lenses and folders as they ran to catch up. Having missed their opportunity, they now harassed the young uniformed officer for information.


    “Afternoon, all, and thank you very much for joining me,” Randall said looking at his wristwatch. “Well, folks, what brings us here today is the discovery of what appears to be a human head in a black backpack just behind me.” He pointed to the riverbank. Randall recounted the story Sergeant Abernethy had earlier told him as his detectives listened intently and made notes.


    After being briefed, Leanne tapped on her notebook with a pen. “Where are the witnesses now, boss?”


    “Georgie G is getting their statements and will have them to me as soon as he finishes, along with their footwear. Are there any other questions?” Randall asked before continuing. “Excellent. Now that you are all up to speed, I will allocate a few jobs for you now, and after you complete them and I have more info, we will have a briefing back at the office.” Randall looked at Hobbs. “Right, big fella. Sergeant Abernethy is organizing a line search of both sides of the river and park. Can you work with him? Also, I need you to get hold of the divers and have them come out here ASAP, I don’t want them searching on a full tide. I want the riverbed searched for a weapon or further remains. Have them bring some accurate tide charts also. I want to know the depth of the river here near the find, as well as five hundred metres west and east of here. We need to know what the riverbed consists of, whether there are snags etcetera. I also want a temperature to help plot the rate of decomposition and the approximate length of time it’s been in the water. You got that?”


    “Yes, boss, on it,” he replied scribbling notes.


    “Leanne, I want you to stay and assist with me with the scene analysis.” Randall knew Leanne’s forensic background would be helpful in this case. “Sheik, can you organise a canvas of the surrounding houses and business which front the park. I want to know if they saw anything, if they know anyone who habitually walks the riverbank, especially if they do so with a dog. Early tomorrow morning we are going to need our people here in the park to speak to any walkers and anyone with a dog. You right with that?”


    “Yeah, sure, boss,” he replied heading towards the car park. At that moment Randall saw the forensic car arrive with a familiar face on board; his old friend, Detective Brian May. Randall chuckled to himself, which caught the eye of Leanne.


    “What’s so funny? Who’s the forensic guy we’ve got?” Leanne asked.


    “Don’t worry, my dear, we’re in good hands. He’s a good mate of mine, Brian.”


    Making his way with arms full, Brian hit the area of soft muddy grass that had earlier caught Randall out. Once aware of the obstacle, Brian tiptoed the rest of the way.


    “Oh yeah, watch out for the slippery grass, mate.”


    Brian smiled. “Thanks for the warning.”


    “Anytime,” Randall said with a grin.


    “It looks to be a good day for it, Sergeant,” Brian said looking into the skies.


    “It’s about bloody time you got here, you old bastard,” Randall said dryly. “Me and the head were quickly running out of things to talk about.”


    Brian laughed. “Yeah right, sure you’d run out of bullshit to talk about.”


    With formalities aside, Randall reached forward and shook Brian’s hand. “How you been, mate?”


    “Good, good, and you?”


    “No qualms, you know, having a good morning with the kids and get another call out.”


    “Same here, mate,” Brian said. “It’s bloody nonstop these days.”


    Extending his arm, Randall introduced Leanne. “Brian, this is Leanne, she is one of my best. I have brought her along to keep you honest and make sure you don’t stuff this up. She is very handy with scenes.”


    Brian reached across and shook Leanne’s hand. “Don’t listen to him.”


    “I know he is full of it,” she added.


    “Well, you should feel sorry for me,” he said, unclipping his camera case. “I went to the bloody academy with him. I’ve had to put up with his crap ever since.”


    Randall and Brian went back a long way. Of all the people at the Forensic Unit Randall thought the most of Brian, not just because of their long standing friendship but due to his ability. “So what have we got?” Brian asked, flicking the cover of his notebook open.


    “You’re gonna make me go through the whole bloody thing again, aren’t you?” he complained.


    “Yep, every word.”


    Randall wished at times he could record himself once and play it back to all and sundry. With much less enthusiasm than his last performance, he once again recounted his story.


    “Well, we will have to work pretty quickly before the tides come into play.” Brian looked upstream. “I have an offsider on the way, so she can photograph the park and surrounds while we make a start on the shoreline here.” Brian returned to his car and came back with two pairs of black gumboots and overalls, which both he and Randall changed into.


    “It’s been a while since we worked a case,” Randall said, pulling on an obstinate gumboot.


    “Sure has, Rando, we are running out of experience out there so it is good when you get to work with people our vintage.” With both men suitably dressed, they made their way to the mud flat. “I think it is best we go in the way the other cop went in and come out the same way,” Brian advised, fidgeting with the lens on his camera.


    “Leanne, I will get you to wait on the grass and make some notes if we require it. After we photograph it in situ, we will bring the bag up the bank so you can get acquainted with it.”


    Randall and Brian trudged the same route taken by Sergeant Abernethy, with Brian periodically stopping to snap photos. As they battled through the mud a pungent smell made Randall gasp. He was unsure if the smell was a result of the decomposition of the head, or the smell from the mud as they churned it up. Either way it was putrid. He took another deep breath to consider the source. It wasn’t the usual smell of perishing human flesh, it was more earthy and pungent. As they sank deeper in the mud the smell got progressively worse. He was now sure the agitated mud was the source. “Jeez, Brian, you gotta watch what you eat,” he joked.


    Brian laughed. “Not me, mate. I’m good, but I am not that good.” At a point about two metres from the bag, they could clearly see the drag marks from the water’s edge to where the bag lay in the mud.


    A set of human footprints which accompanied the paw prints, were very, very small. “It sure does look like someone found the bag before our witnesses did,” he said, pointing to the impressions.


    Brian popped his head up from behind the camera to take a look. “Looks that way, Rando,” he said, removing a tape measure from his pocket.


    Randall watched him take measurements of the impressions with the tape. His hand trembled. Looks like he’s still hitting the bottle a fair bit, he thought. Randall knew he was a heavy drinker. Over time, the constant exposure to gruesome crime scenes had taken their toll. His shaky hands proved that things had not changed. “How’s your health, mate? You been keeping well?” he asked, trying not to pry.


    “Yeah good, mate, all good, but we’re all getting older, you get the odd niggle here and there, but why complain.”


    Randall patted his mate on the shoulder, he wanted to say more, but it wasn’t what blokes did. Instead he opted for a joke. “You’re not looking too bad for an old bloke.”


    “I wish I could say the same,” Brian said, retracting the tape measure and stuffing it into his pocket.


    A loud car horn blared from the road bridge. Randall looked up to see that a number of press photographers taking photographs from the bridge, interfering with the traffic flow. “Bloody cowboys.”


    The black backpack was half opened with a corner of the sheet on top as the sergeant had earlier described. Randall took a set of gloves from his overalls’ pocket and squeezed his hands inside as Brian photographed.


    “I’ll pull the sheet back for you,” he offered, uncovering the top section of a pale human head. The head had reddish-brown hair with a very short number three shaved haircut. It had pale white skin and brown eyes, which were wide open. The skin appeared to be in the early stages of decomposition with the fragile flesh starting to separate from the skull. Above the right eye was a neat hole, consistent with a bullet wound. There was light pinkish fluid draining from the hole, which trickled down the bridge of its nose via the eyebrow.


    “I’m pretty happy with what we have got here, are you?” Brian asked.


    “Yeah, we’ll get this bag up and have a better look.” Randall heaved up the deceivingly heavy bag, which was stuck in the mud. “My word, this thing is heavy,” he said, struggling to balance. As they worked their way back to the bank, Randall could feel the sodden bag and contents had made him sink deeper into the bog. Eventually, the extra weight caused the mud to spill over his boots, and into his socks. “Fuck me!” he yelled, forgetting about the large press contingent.


    “What happened, Rando?”


    “Nothing, keep going, it’s too late now.” Reaching the grass bank, Randall dropped the bag, sat on the grass and kicked the muddied boots off. “Will you look at this,” he said, angrily pulling his socks off and throwing them on the bank. “I’ve got that smelly crap between my toes now.” Leanne and Brian looked at each other and did not hide their amusement. “Jeez, this bloke must have been an A grade uni student, cause there’s some weight in that head, I tell you,” he said, using a rubber glove to clean between his toes. He looked at the car park and bridge, and saw there was now a huge media contingency on the move with many scattered all around the perimeter of the river, trying to get the best vantage point for a photo opportunity. That would be right. I wear my best shirt and tie and they film me sitting down cleaning shit from between my toes with a rubber glove. “Brian, we are going to have to look at this more closely in private back at the morgue,” he said, pulling his shoes on without socks. “Leanne, could you arrange the funeral contractors with an ETA please.”


    Randall looked across the river and watched a team of officers in overalls searching inside a large drainpipe that emptied storm water from the street into the river. Perhaps the bag was dumped in a storm water drain and eventually tumbled into the river.


    “Done, boss,” Leanne said, breaking his concentration. “Body snatchers ten minutes away.”


    Randall stared at the fast running river to the tune of Brian clicking away the last of his shots. He saw dozens of white plastic bags, plastic bottles and aluminium cans on the bank that somehow the tide had forgotten on its relentless march to the bay.


    Leanne removed a blue body bag from Brian’s kit and laid it out next to the backpack. There was restlessness in the media ranks as they all readied themselves for the big shot. Randall carefully picked up the bag, placed it inside the body bag, and zipped it closed. He was sure this would have disappointed.


    “I’ll see you back at the morgue, then,” Brian said, packing up the last of his camera equipment.


    “See you there, mate,” Randall said, looking over his shoulder at the unmistakable white contractor van that had just arrived. “And here come the freaks,” he whispered, just loud enough for Leanne to hear.


    “Why are they freaks?” she asked.


    “It’s simple. Many of the jobs they are called out to involve rotten corpses, which may have been dead for weeks, yet they turn up in their freshly pressed suits, ties and long-sleeved white shirts with their big smiles and that overly friendly attitude. It’s just not normal behaviour. The only upside to their job I can see is its stability, there will always be plenty of stiffs to go around.”


    They watched the two penguin-suited contractors shuffle their way over to their location with a stretcher. Placing the stretcher carefully next to the body bag, the older of the two extended his hand to Randall. “Name’s Ben. I’m assuming you’re the detective in charge.”


    Randall nodded. “Yes, Ben, Detective Sergeant Randall, and this is Detective Leanne Browne, with an ‘e’ on the end.”


    An embarrassed Leanne shook her head as Randall continued. “Ben, in the bag we have got a head in a backpack, no other bits, just a head. We need to get it to the morgue as soon as we can.”


    “Okay, quite an easy lift then,” he said with a wry smile.


    “That’s what I thought,” he said looking at his sockless feet.


    The contractors pulled on their gloves, carefully lifted the body bag and contents onto the stretcher and draped a sheet over the top. As Ben pulled up the two ends of the belt buckle to strap in the bag, Randall ordered, “Not too tight, Ben, it’s very fragile, it’s about to fall to bits. We need it to stay intact a little longer.” Ben slackened the buckle, just enough to keep it in place. They watched the penguins march the stretcher back towards the car park. After negotiating the tape they disappeared in a sea of bright camera flash.


    * * *


    “After you, Leanne, my dear,” Randall invited, pushing open the door which allowed the stench of industrial cleaner and death to rush from the mortuary.


    “No, no, Sarge, please, you lead the way.”


    “Don’t you love that smell,” Randall said, taking in a deep breath as they continued to the cold, sterile post-mortem room.


    As Brian reviewed his photographs on the digital camera, a young morgue attendant entered. Randall watched him flick on the large overhead lights and rush around changing the bin liners.


    The stainless steel table, on which the body bag sat, had a hot and cold tap with a small drain in the centre to take away the bodily fluids. Brian fitted his lense to the camera as Randall passed around the box of rubber gloves. “Shall we start?”


    Randall unzipped the body bag and removed the backpack. Leanne unzipped the backpack completely open as Brian clicked away. Randall reached into the bag and carefully removed the wrapped head. The head felt very cold and clammy, and now that it had been removed from the muddy environment, it had taken on its own deathly stench. He placed the head on one end of the table and carefully peeled away the sheet. As he did, the full head of a Caucasian male appeared. Randall gently laid the head back so the wide-opened eyes were now eerily looking straight up towards the ceiling. The eyes still looked bright and alert. As if they could blink and focus at any moment. The male looked about twenty-five to thirty years old with a three-day growth.


    Randall looked to the neck area. It appeared that the head had been hacked off, there didn’t appear to be consistent neat cuts. The flesh in the neck area was jagged and minced with veins and sinews hanging out at varying lengths.


    “Definitely not the nice clean cuts you would expect from a sharp blade or knife,” Leanne commented.


    Randall could see the skin on the face was starting to rapidly decompose since being taken from the water, with pieces of the flesh loosening around the cheekbones and forehead. “Jeez, he is starting to fall apart pretty quick.”


    Leanne gently held both sides of the head and rolled it back and forth as she studied it for other injury. “No other wound, that’s puzzling. I would have expected an exit wound at the back here at the very least,” she said, examining the rear of the skull.


    She rolled the head back to its former position; the wide-opened eyes once again looked skyward. “Probably a small calibre weapon. I’d say the slug is still rattling around inside. Just give it a little shake, Leanne, we might hear it,” Brian joked.


    After the preliminary study of the head was finished, they directed their attention to the wrapping and the backpack itself. Brian put his camera down on its case, returned, and picked up the sheet. Unravelling it, he looked carefully for clues. Perhaps a strand of hair that was different to that on the head, any printing in the corner of the sheet to identify its origin, anything. “I can’t see the sheet will be much help. I very much doubt any trace DNA from the offender would still be on the sheet after it was submerged. I’ll take a few swabs of the blood and random spots anyway and see how we go. I might also take a few small pieces of the bloodied material.”


    Brian gathered up the sheet and put it next to the head as Randall picked up the backpack and placed it in front of Leanne. “I hope we find something,” she said, fidgeting with the zippers.


    Pulling the backpack open and with the assistance of the strong down lighting she peered inside. “Nothing,” she said, unable to hide her disappointment. She turned the backpack inside out to allow Brian to check the inside surfaces of the bag and take some photos. After his examination, she turned it back out. “Now the front pocket,” she said, unzipping the only pocket on the backpack. “Nothing in here either,” she said, still studying it. “Hang on, maybe in that corner there might be something.”


    Leanne held the pocket open, allowing Randall to look inside with a torch. He looked at the seam at the base of the pocket and saw what appeared to be a small ball of soggy paper pushed into a corner. Using her fingers, Leanne carefully pushed the seam to one side and coaxed the ball of paper out, still intact. Once out of the pocket and under the bright light, Randall could see there was ink running through it. “I think there may be writing on this. Brian, can you grab a shot before I unfold it?” she asked.


    Brian took a number of photos of the small ball of paper and the pocket from which it came. Leanne put the waterlogged ball on the stainless table. As she unravelled it, numbers written in blue ink could be seen. They had run to a point where they were almost indecipherable. “Oh four one four,” she whispered as Randall scribbled. Unravelling the paper further, she squinted. “Five, three, maybe another three… nine. It’s obviously a mobile phone with that prefix, but we don’t have the last two. Did you get them down, boss?”


    “I got them,” he said, pushing his pen back into his shirt pocket.


    “I’ll take it back to the lab see if there are any impressions in the paper for the last two digits. Don’t hold your breath, though, the water pretty much ruins everything.” Brian meticulously lifted the small piece of paper with tweezers and dropped it into a resealable plastic jar. “I’ll have a good look at this when I get back to the lab and let you know if I get anywhere.”


    Moments later, the trio were joined by the doctor assigned to conduct the post mortem, Doctor Fulcher. “Good afternoon, Doctor,” Brian greeted. The very serious doctor pulled on his long rubber gloves and flicked them sealed.


    “Hi, all. Should be relatively straightforward, not much to work with here,” he said deadpan. The Doctor looked at the head and began recording his findings on a hand-held recorder. After looking at the hole above the right eyebrow, he turned the head over and studied the back of it.


    “Yeah, no exit wound,” Randall said. “Mmm… you’re right, interesting, looks like we will have to retrieve this one. Well, let’s get on with it,” he said with scalpel at the ready. The doctor went to work on the head, making a long incision at the rear of the skull and peeling the face back from rear to front, effectively de-gloving it from the skull. Using a small grinder, he then sawed around the crown of the skull.


    Leanne leaned across to Randall and whispered, “I hate this part.” Once he had finished the circular cut around the circumference of the skull, he picked up a small hammer-type object. Sliding the claw end of the implement into the cut, he levered the bony cap away from the remainder of the skull, making a cracking noise. The cap popped off, exposing the top of the brain.


    “We have significant injury to the brain from the projectile,” the doctor said, pointing to various areas of bleeding in the brain. After noting and photographing the trauma the projectile had caused in the brain, it was removed and weighed. The doctor slowly dissected the brain on the bench, cutting it into thin slices until the small projectile was found deep inside the rear lobe. He casually dropped the distorted slug into a steel kidney dish, which made a loud ding.


    “It’s a twenty-two,” Brian called out merrily, like he was running a bingo tournament.


    “And you can see here and here where it has bounced around the skull,” the doctor said, pointing to small marks on the inside wall of the skull.


    “There is considerable damage to the brain. The projectile ricocheting around the skull would most certainly have been fatal,” he said as he took a number of swabs. Looking closely at the neck area, he commented into his hand-held recorder. “There appears to be a combination of clean cuts probably caused by a sharpened object, consistent with a carving knife as well as heavy force with a blunt object to crush and sever the spinal cord.”


    Feeling a little confused Randall asked, “So just to clarify, Doctor, you are of the view it is a combination of tools used to sever the head? Because we thought it had just been hacked away with a crude instrument.”


    The doctor looked at the sinews hanging down. “The jagged flesh I would expect after submersion in a river, with predation and the breakdown of flesh, but if you look here…” He pointed to some severed neck muscles. “You can see these are neat cuts.” The doctor pointed to the spinal cord. “You can also see here, they have tried to cut through the cord with a knife or similar, but couldn’t, so they have smashed it some other way.”


    Randall looked closely and could see fine cuts on the spinal cord just above where it had been smashed through.


    The doctor turned off his recorder and turned to Randall. “All right, we’ll just get the dental stuff done and we’re finished here.”


    * * *


    Back in the detectives’ office, Randall had just spent a solid hour repeating himself to the hierarchy and the media about the homicide investigation, when he waved Leanne in. “Leanne, can you do the ring around to the boys and find out how they are going? I want a briefing in an hour.”


    Randall leant back in his chair and looked up at the ceiling. This murder investigation had come in at a very inconvenient time, as he knew the next DL assignment was just around the corner. After some thought, he made the decision to hand the reins of the murder investigation over to Jesse who was more than capable of leading it. While this was not his preference, he just couldn’t take the chance that the murder investigation would be put in jeopardy due to his DL commitments.


    


    

  


  
    

    CHAPTER 13 – PUTTING A NAME TO A HEAD


    


    Randall busily scribbled on the whiteboard in the task force office as Leanne leant through the doorway. “Boss, looks like Sheik may have found a witness who saw someone near the bag earlier today. He is on his way back to get a statement. The divers are still in the water, but they are running out of light. They are going to extend their search early tomorrow morning. Oh, also, the line search on land has not found anything. They will all be back in about half an hour.”


    “Thanks, Leanne,” Randall said, looking up briefly from the board before writing again.


    “Oh yeah, boss, also, we got our task force name too.”


    Randall gave up on what he was doing, pushed the lid on the marker, and gave her his full attention. “All righty, what indecipherable name did the computer spit out this time?”


    “Can you believe it,” she said excitedly. “Task Force Sphere.”


    Randall smiled, “A touch of irony there, head-sphere… head-sphere… Yeah, I like it; at least we can spell this one.” He turned and wrote the new name in big letters on the whiteboard, before underlining it. “Leanne,” he said, admiring his writing, “could you do me a favour, and let the duty inspector know we are going to need our analyst to start at seven A.M. sharp tomorrow morning? Tell him he will be required for a couple of weeks at the very least.”


    “Sure, no problem, I think I can hear some of the guys coming back now.”


    “Good, good.”


    * * *


    About a half hour later the team slowly filtered into the task force office where they sat around the large meeting table. Leaning casually against the whiteboard, Randall tapped the marker loudly on it to get their full attention. “All right, folks, as you know we have a homicide to investigate. At this very early stage it is clear that our initial focus will be on confirming the identification of the victim.” Randall turned to Leanne. “Leanne, can you please put them in the picture about the scene and the morgue, please?”


    Leanne reported to the team, the findings at the scene and during the post-mortem, which included the discovery of the partial phone number that was missing the last two digits.


    “Sheik, what have you got for us?” Randall asked.


    Sheik stood up from his seat and flipped through his notebook. “Well, the canvas of the neighbourhood surrounding the park was pretty uneventful until we visited ten Dyson Street, which backs directly onto the park. This morning, about seven thirty A.M., the female occupant was in the kitchen making breakfast when she looked out over the park. She saw a middle-aged Asian man fishing on the mud flat where the bag was later located. The man had a brown dog with him, similar to a kelpie breed. The dog mainly sat on the grassed area behind him as he fished.”


    “Has she seen him before?” Leanne asked eagerly.


    “Yeah, she has seen him about four times before,” Sheik snapped. “But usually just walking the dog, this is the first time she has seen him fishing.” Leanne lifted her hand apologetically as Sheik continued. “Anyway, she has described our man as being Asian, about fifty-five years of age, short black hair, five feet six tall, with a solid build. He was wearing denim jeans, a light blue spray jacket and brown boots.”


    “So taking into account our crime scene,” Jesse said as he clicked the end of his pen, “with the drag marks in the mud exiting the water, there is every chance that our middle-aged Asian angler might have hooked up and landed the bag.”


    “Then when he opened the bag, he saw the head, crapped himself, and ran off,” Leanne added.


    Georgie G nodded. “I suppose the last thing he wanted to do was to explain to the cops how he went fishing and landed a head.”


    “All right, Sheik,” Randall said quickly glancing up at the wall clock. “Can I leave you to organize some surveillance in the next couple of days to I.D. our Asian man and his hairy accomplice? We need this loose end tidied up as soon as possible.”


    Hobbs was next to report as he stood up from his seated position and leant over the table with his long arms outstretched. “Well, we didn’t turn up anything of interest in the line searches of the park and both sides of the river. The divers searched the riverbed but the visibility was poor. They were unable to find any further evidence. The riverbed was quite clean with the exception of a couple of dumped cars, which were on the opposite side of the river from where the bag was located. I have a copy of the tide charts here.” He removed some cards from his folder and handed them to Randall who reached over and dropped them into a tray on one of the filing cabinets along the wall. “Anyway, boss,” Hobbs continued, “the depth of the water directly in front of the bag was a lot deeper than we expected, it averaged at about twelve metres, and the temperature of the water near the bottom was quite cold, being about fourteen degrees Celsius.”


    Randall rubbed his chin and stared thoughtfully at the blank wall opposite. Looking back at Hobbs, he spoke as he thought out loud. “If we assume that the bag was thrown into the river at that point…” He paused for a moment. “Then the cool deep water there would have slowed the decomposition process.”


    Jesse chipped in. “If there is no decomposition, there is no gas, therefore no buoyancy, which could have kept the head submerged for an extended period of time. As a result, the head may have been preserved quite well, making accurate estimation of time in the water almost impossible.”


    There was silence as the team considered his hypothesis. Hobbs cleared his throat and continued. “The divers will be back tomorrow morning to widen their search.” He looked around the table. “Can anyone think of anything else we need them to have a look at?”


    Leanne raised her hand. “Yes, well, there may have been some signs of marine predation on the head, perhaps they could let us know what lives down there.”


    Hobbs nodded as he scribbled notes in his notebook. “Anyone else?” he asked as Leanne persisted,


    “On second thoughts, if the divers cannot identify marine life, and let’s face it, I’d be surprised if anything can live in the Botany River. The local pro-fisherman may be able to help for sure. They’d be able to tell us what they net closer to the bay on a daily basis.”


    Randall waited for Hobbs to catch up with his note taking before speaking. “Big guy, I would still like to determine for sure if the bag was thrown in at that location or any other place. I think the only way we are going to be able to determine which it is, is by performing some kind of re-enactment.”


    Sheik looked at Randall, amused. “What, boss, you want Hobbs to hack off someone’s head and toss it in?”


    Laughter filled the room as Randall smiled. “Yeah, yours, Sheik, you smart-ass Arab.” Once the laughter settled, a measured Randall again spoke. “Hobbs, liaise with Leanne, weigh the head and bag together to give us a gross weight. Fill the bag with something of similar shape and weight, tie a rope to it and toss it in. It is important the object be a similar shape so it has the capability to roll, we need it to perform like the head. If the divers go in at the same time, they should be able to determine if it moves in the current.”


    “Sounds good, boss. So I guess we are going to have to do it when the current is running it’s hardest.”


    “Yeah, that’s right,” Randall agreed. “Preferably the run out tide.”


    Hobbs made a few more notes in his book, looked up and hesitantly asked, “Anything more?”


    Randall got to his feet and leant on the table. “Listen, guys, from here on in, this investigation will be ably led by Jesse. I will be assisting him. So all future decisions and any questions you have, are to be run by him first. Jesse will be tasking you all, and of course, in Jesse’s absence, I will be available to you.”


    The team looked surprised by Randall’s announcement as he had always led past homicide investigations.


    “Well, lady and gents, you have all been briefed, so all that is left to do is have a little wager on motive. So what’s it gonna be… lust, revenge or greed?”


    Hobbs piped up. “Well, boss, severed head, hacked off crudely, put me down for lust.”


    Randall nodded. “Good, good.”


    Georgie G chipped in. “Initial cause of death probably bullet hole, point of entry above the right eye, almost execution style. I’ll take revenge.”


    Randall raised his eyebrows. “Also very plausible. Nice one, Georgie G.”


    Sheik shrugged. “I’ve got nothing, they have the first two covered. I guess I am up for greed.”


    “Well, you are the entrepreneur in the office, aren’t you? So greed is a good fit, Sheik,” Jesse joked.


    Randall looked at Leanne for contribution. “Well, I don’t know what the motivation is… but what I do know is that if we don’t identify him, motive won’t matter.”


    “Boy, you sure know how to spoil a game with common sense, don’t you, Leanne?” Georgie G quipped, gathering up his things.


    Randall looked down at his wrist watch. “There is very little we can achieve tonight, so everybody rest well and be prepared for some very long hours from here on in. We will have another meeting in the morning at seven A.M. sharp, where you can all meet the analyst. See you then.”


    On the way out of the room Sheik stopped to speak with Jesse who was chatting with Randall. “Excuse me, boss, I’ve just got a quick question for Jesse.”


    “He’s all yours,” Randall said.


    “Yeah, mate, shoot,” Jesse said.


    “You know the other night you did the security patrol for me?”


    “Yeah, mate.”


    “Did you see anything strange at the crematorium? I mean, was anyone working there late?”


    “No, no, I just did the perimeter patrol once, like we normally do. I spent most of the time at the hospitals, but I didn’t see any movement at all at the crematorium. Why?”


    “Oh, just an offhanded comment by one of the staff there. The furnace was still really warm in the morning and they only used it in the arvo the day before, so they couldn’t work out why it wasn’t cold, that’s all. There is probably nothing to it, probably just a breakdown in communication.”


    “Jesse, you’re not toasting bloody marshmallows on the job, are you?” Randall asked.


    Jesse’s face contorted. “Couldn’t toast them where stiffs are burnt, that would be really bad taste in more ways than one.”


    Sheik patted Jesse’s back. “No worries, then. I guess with this homicide there won’t be spare time for anyone to do the security run for me in the coming weeks.”


    “Looks that way, Sheik, this will probably take some time to solve I would say.”


    * * *


    It had quickly turned to night as Randall stared out of the Fishbowl into the empty, darkened detectives’ office. Staring in a trance at the task force room he thought about how crucial it was they got a quick identification. Perhaps I should have taken my own advice and gone home for a sleep, he thought, stretching his arms out and yawning.


    Just as he put the finishing touches on a report, he felt the vibration of the silver phone on his thigh. Reaching into his pocket, he flipped open the phone and read the screen. Set the bait. You have the tackle.


    Grabbing his jacket and briefcase, he rushed out the door. Speeding through the inner suburbs in his Merc, he had little regard for the road rules. He had made the journey to his private postbox at Drummoyne Post Office countless times, and knew the quickest route to take.


    He liked to get the assignment information quickly for two reasons. Firstly, he liked to release the bait as soon as possible, and secondly, he wanted to minimise the risk of after-hours postal staff locating the content of the envelopes. Even though he had felt dead tired, he was now energized, feeling almost a sense of euphoria. Pulling into the street of the post office, he slowed to a walking pace and surveyed the large bank of post office boxes. He continued down the street for a further three blocks, where he turned and parked in a darkened lane.


    Walking back towards the post office, he fumbled through his bunch of keys to ensure he had the right one. He knew exactly what he was going to find in the box, it was always the same. An envelope which contained a piece of paper with the details of the next target, including name, age, date of birth, address, cars owned, and a small passport-sized photo attached.


    The second envelope contained what he referred to as the “gift”. The gift consisted of about ten grams of a hundred percent pure heroin. This grade was sometimes referred to as a “hot shot”, and was not generally available on the street. Its purity ensured it would kill the average drug addict stone-dead in minutes. Randall and his various baits had had a hundred percent success rate with the gift. The kill rate was so high, that at times Randall wondered if there were any other sinister ingredients aside from the heroin. It did not make a difference anyway, as the brief was to kill the target, and there were no rules as to how this was to be achieved.


    Once he was within two hundred metres of the post office, he veered across the road and sat on a bus stop bench diagonally opposite. Eagerly tapping his feet, he looked up and down the street for any movement. Being a quiet street this late at night, he was confident he would see anything out of the ordinary.


    He was always excited about a new assignment. He got a chance to kill killers. Kill them before they struck. Before they could murder or injure innocent people, like his parents. Whenever he collected the “tackle” he couldn’t help but think about his parents’ demise. The memories of their death were still raw and vivid, even after all these years. Whenever he thought about what happened, his fists would tighten and his jaw would clench. Frustration would overcome him. As a little boy he couldn’t do anything to help them then, but he sure could now. He only wished he could go back in time as Randall the adult.


    He recalled that traumatic night that would change his life forever. He was only a little nine-year-old at the time. He was in the kitchen with his mum, it was evening, and he was dressed in his pyjamas, ready for bed. There was a knock at the door, which was odd as they lived on an acreage property with no neighbours for miles.


    His dad answered the door. Then came the yelling and screaming. He wasn’t sure what it was but he hadn’t heard his dad ever raise his voice like that before. As the two intruders forced their way in, furniture was thrown around the house and a small wall table came crashing into the kitchen. His mum panicked and pushed him under the kitchen table, hidden by the tablecloth. She ran into the lounge room to help, and yelled uncontrollably as the melee spilled into the kitchen. Young Randall peeked from under the table just in time to see one of the intruders swing a baseball bat, which hit his father flush across the head. The sickening crack echoed through the kitchen as his father spun around and hit the tiled floor hard, about a metre from where he hid.


    His father looked up at him with a stunned, lifeless look. Bright red blood gushed down his face and pooled under his head. His legs kicked up and down in a fitting motion. When he stopped kicking, Randall knew he was dead. The pool of blood quickly spread, growing larger and larger until it engulfed him under the table.


    Tears rolled down his cheeks as his small hands, knees and feet became drenched in his father’s warm blood. But he dared not move, he dared not make a sound. He heard his mother’s plea. “Help, please help, someone,” as Jenkins dragged her by her hair along the kitchen floor while laughing loudly. He would never forget that laugh. To stop her screaming she was repeatedly punched in the face. She lay there on the floor next to her dead husband while her clothing was forcefully ripped from her body. Jenkins raped her while Fleming watched on and cheered.


    Once Jenkins had had his way with her, he opened up the kitchen drawer and pulled out a large carving knife. Sitting on top of his mother and pinning her shoulders, he held the knife high above her head. “Does she have to die?” Fleming pleaded.


    “Just shut the fuck up. She’s a witness,” Jenkins hissed. Smiling at her, he plunged the blade deep into her throat. Randall heard a loud noise as the tip of the blade passed straight through her and impacted with the ceramic tiles on the floor. Tears ran down Randall’s face as he shook uncontrollably. He made a mental note of Jenkins face. That smug expression was now burnt into his mind. Randall’s innocence was lost at the moment and his childhood gone forever. Jenkins would have no idea of the ruthless, hardened, vengeful man he had just created. A man whose sole purpose in life would be to end his, and kill those who shared his penchant for violent crime. The chain of events Jenkins had set in motion had condemned him to a life of fear. A life he knew was destined to end violently.


    Randall’s mother looked back at him and mouthed the words, I love you, as blood flowed freely from the gaping wound in her neck. Jenkins looked up at where she was looking and saw him hidden under the table. Smiling broadly he walked towards Randall with the bloodied knife still in his hand. Young Randall got from under the table and ran from the kitchen, leaving bloodied footprints behind as they pursued him.


    Once out in the darkness, he had the advantage as he darted in and out of the farm machinery, which up until this time had provided daily entertainment for him. He could hear the intruders swear and curse as they tripped and ran into the obstacles he had negotiated with ease. Running through the dark, his eyes adjusted sufficiently to enable him to look for places to hide. He ran behind a small shrub on the far side of the yard, pulled himself under its thick foliage and hugged its small trunk.


    He wasn’t sure how far away the intruders were, he could only gauge by their voices. “Wait here, I’ll get a torch from inside,” one called. Randall could see the other standing in the middle of the yard, slowly turning around as he searched. The second man soon returned with a torch.


    “Where are you little man, we won’t hurt you,” they teased as they searched under torchlight. Randall held his breath as best as he could to not make any noise as he watched the torchlight dance in the darkness. They both entered a small barn near the house and searched inside it. He could see the light coming through the gaps in the timber panelling, and heard them as they picked up timber packing boxes and threw them around. As they exited the barn, the silhouette of one of the killers holding a large kitchen knife chillingly shone onto the large entry doors.


    Next, they searched along a long line of disused farm machinery, which would eventually lead to his hiding place. He watched as old tractors and ploughs came to life from the darkness. “We know you’re here, you have nothing to worry about. Just come out, everything will be all right.”


    The torch shone on a pile of hay bales. He froze. He was petrified. He knew his best hope was to remain totally still. He also knew that if they kept coming on that course, he would be found and killed. Just as they got within fifteen metres of him, they stopped. “Fuck, he could be long gone by now,” one called out, obviously frustrated.


    “We gotta get him, he’s a bloody witness, he saw our faces. We gotta kill him too.”


    “Well, we can’t stay here forever, someone might twig.” Randall was relieved to see them turn and walk back. “Hang on, look there. It’s a blood trail from his shoes, let’s follow it.”


    His relief turned to horror as he watched the murderers turn around and shine the torch on the marks on the ground. He thought about running, but he knew the noise would alert them, so he held his nerve and remained perfectly still. He watched as the torchlight darted from left to right on the sparse lawn towards him.


    Fearing the worst, he lost control of his bodily functions and urinated in his pants. The warm stream, which ran down his leg, almost felt comforting. The torchlight got to a point halfway between him and the house. “The trail is bloody fading,” one of them called out. Even though they had lost the trail, it still gave them a good indication of where he was. As they continued towards him, he could see the torchlight start to dim. “Fucking torch is out of juice. The little bastard is here somewhere.”


    With the torchlight quickly extinguished, Randall could only hear their footsteps on the parched ground heading his way. Picking up a stone, he decided his only hope was to divert their attention. He hurled the stone back towards the darkness near the home. The stone made a ding as it hit some machinery, and caused them both to turn and run towards the noise.


    He lay there, praying they would not return as they murmured in the darkness. Finally, a figure emerged from the darkness in the rear doorway of the house. He watched closely as a second figure appeared. Minutes later, he heard the sound of a car engine and they were gone.


    Even after the car had left, Randall remained under the small bush silently for the next thirty minutes. He held the trunk and rocked back and forth. “Mum’s not dead. They’re alive. Mum’s not dead. They’re alive. Mum’s not dead. They’re alive.”


    He eventually found the courage to move. He released his grip on the trunk of the bush. He had held on so tight, for so long, his hands were now cramped and sore. He extended and contracted his little fingers to try and get the blood flowing again. He crawled from under the bush and made the slow walk towards the house. His bare feet felt cold on the dry ground.


    He stopped just outside the back door and shut his eyes tight. He prayed it was all just a bad nightmare, and when he opened his eyes again things would return to normal. His mum would again tuck him into his cosy bed and kiss his forehead, followed by his dad who would read him a chapter or two until he fell asleep.


    He opened his eyes and walked to the back door. When he reached it he slowly pushed it open. It was quiet, eerily quiet. His hands shook and bottom lip trembled as he rounded the corner from the laundry and into the kitchen. His lifeless mother and father lay next to each other on the floor. Almost like they were sleeping together, only surrounded by a huge pool of rich blood. The sight was incomprehensible; like an out-of-body experience. He screamed loudly as grief and anger overcame him. Teary and crying, he knelt in the blood between the two bodies and rocked back and forth as he hugged them both. “Mum’s not dead, they’re alive. Mum’s not dead, they’re alive. Mum’s not dead, they’re alive.” These were the only words to come from his mouth for the next two years. His pain was unimaginable.


    Young Randall was powerless and helpless then. He would carry the burden of guilt for not having done anything for the rest of his life. He was no longer the young, helpless scared kid under the table. He was a strong hardened man who would stop at nothing for revenge.


    Now totally satisfied that the street was safe, Randall got up from the bench seat and crossed the road to the post office. Standing in front of his box, he looked over his shoulder both ways before sliding the key in and opening the small door. Perched on top of a pile of junk mail, he saw two envelopes. He picked up both and could feel that one had a heavier and more bulky feel to it. He looked both ways down the street as he put the envelopes into his inner jacket pocket and walked back to his car.


    Sitting in the driver’s seat, he checked his mirrors. Full moon tonight so quite easy to see. Two parked cars down the entrance to the lane, both look empty. One has a flat tyre and leaves surrounding it on the ground, it has been there for some time. Rear of the house two doors down on the opposite side has lights on, can’t see movement inside. It is the only house with the bin still out in the lane, inside light must be a timed security one. They’re away. Occasional car driving past the lane on the main street, can’t see the same car more than once. Cat came out of the drain in front. Once satisfied he was not being watched, he eagerly ripped open the first envelope. He read the content of the typed piece of paper and whispered, “Michael Malouf, okay, let’s find out about our next target.”


    After reading all the information, he pulled off the small passport sized photo that was stapled to the bottom of the page and studied it carefully. Quite recognisable he thought. Male, Middle Eastern background, shaved head and a tattoo of a snake on his neck and wrapped around his head. What a winner. Large scar above left eye. Eyes quite closely set. Gold earrings in both ears and a thick gold chain around neck.


    He opened up the second envelope and saw a plastic sachet that contained a light tan-coloured powder. Flicking the envelope to agitate the lethal powder, he whispered, “And then there was no more Michael Malouf.”


    * * *


    Half an hour later Randall drove around the car park of Balmain Park and scanned the area. No cars, no people, very dark and quiet. Light pole at far end has a blown globe, perfect spot. Taking advantage of the cover he parked beneath it and stared into the darkness. A gentle tap on the passenger’s side window startled him. Randall reached across and unlocked the door. “Job on?” Irish asked.


    “Yep, but first things first,” Randall said, reaching across, and quickly patting the outside of his T-shirt and shorts. Now happy their meeting was not being recorded, he handed over the background paperwork and passport photo. “Here are the details and this is what he looks like.”


    Irish held up the photo and looked at it carefully. “He looks like a bad bastard.”


    “Well, you need to have a good look at him and remember him, you know the drill.” Irish punched the details into his phone. As a safeguard, Randall never left the original paperwork or photo with the bait. “All right, hand it back,” Randall ordered. Irish handed him back the document, which Randall stuffed into his pants pocket. “So you’ve got it all now?” he asked, looking around the car park.


    “Got it, Detective.”


    Randall lifted up the console. “And here is the gift, same as usual. Don’t fuck up, don’t hit it up. I will call you in a couple of days.”


    Irish looked into the console, pulled the sachet from the envelope and held it up to look at it. “Nasty, nasty stuff this is,” he said, stuffing it into his shorts pocket. “Okay, we’ll speak in a few days.”


    Randall never liked to handle the drug himself. He did his utmost to not leave any evidence such as fingerprints or DNA on anything to do with DL assignments. That is why he always had the bait pick up the drug from the console. He never trusted the bait, and for very good reason.


    * * *


    When he finally reached home, Randall was beat. He staggered into his bedroom, dropped his bag and jacket on the floor, and fell face first onto the bed, fully clothed. As soon as his head hit the pillow he was asleep, but it wasn’t a blissful sleep. He tossed and turned for hours as he endured the same reoccurring nightmare. At least once a month this same nightmare would wake him from his sleep, sometimes he yelled out. During it the heads of Jenkins, Fleming and other crooks from the moleskin book spun around him like a perpetual felonious Ferris wheel.


    As they spun around him, he saw the detail of their faces up close. They were pale and ghoulish, like they had been dead for months. As they spun past him Jenkins would say, “I killed your parents and I’ll do it again. You can’t stop all of us.” Others from the book would say, “You’ll never beat us, there are way too many of us.”


    As they goaded him, Randall felt frustrated, like his hands were tied. He wanted to stop them, but he couldn’t. It made him feel helpless again. Like that helpless kid who was unable to save his parents in their time of need.


    Waking from the nightmare, he was angry and restless. He stared up at the ceiling and concentrated on the light fitting to try and erase the images. He thought about how he could stop them. I’ve got to finish him off. They’re only going to stop when he is dead. Jenkins must die.


    Loosening his tie, he sat on the side of the bed and kicked off his shoes. He sat there with head in his hands, his hair soaked in sweat. He needed to talk to someone, but it had to be someone who understood his torment. He looked at his watch and saw it was ten thirty at night.


    Standing up, he reached for his phone and typed a text message. Randall, just need a chat. He sent the message to DL, lay back on the bed, and stared at the ceiling.


    Minutes later the phone vibrated in his hand. “Hi, Noel, sorry, I hope I didn’t wake you,” he said apologetically.


    “It’s okay, don’t worry.” Noel’s soothing, mature voice gave him the reassurance he needed. “You know you can speak with me at any time.”


    “I’m still having those issues sleeping. I just need to talk to someone. The trouble is, you’re it. You’re the only one I can talk to.


    “Well, shoot, lad,” Noel urged.


    Randall sat up on the end of the bed and paused, a little embarrassed about what he was going to ask. “The thing is, Noel, I keep having this nightmare. I see crooks’ faces spinning around me, taunting me. Jenkins is one of them. He tells me he killed my parents and he will kill again and there is nothing I can do about it. I keep seeing the faces of other crooks who tell me that we will never win as there are too many of them. The trouble is, when I think about it, we may only be just chipping away at the surface, we could be doing more. Do you agree?”


    There was a drawn-out silence as Noel considered the question. “Why, what do you think, Randall?”


    “I don’t know sometimes. I think the nightmare gets to me because I can’t get to Jenkins to finish him off. But there may be an element of truth to what they are telling me. I think we could be doing more on a much larger scale.”


    Noel took a moment to think about his response. “If you want us to kill Jenkins it will be done, you just say the word. I am more than happy to arrange it if you think it will help.”


    “No, he is mine, leave him,” Randall said firmly.


    “But on that issue, what is DL going to do when I finally kill him, ’cause I’m gonna take the chance as soon as it is presented. I will probably be locked up for the rest of my life so my DL work will finish. But I’ll be happy in my cold cell, because I will finally have some inner peace, you know.”


    “Don’t you worry because we have considered that.”


    “And…”


    “You’re not a well man, Randall.”


    “What do you mean, not well? I feel fine.”


    “We have compiled a dossier on you from your childhood right up to the current day. Our in-house psych has already pre-prepared your defence. You will be portrayed as a basket case, a person who is not fit to enter a plea. We will hand pick our judge and once he looks at your past, the matter won’t even get to trial. You will do about six months in an institution for treatment, then be out again. You won’t serve a day in jail. Rest assured.”


    “True?”


    “True.”


    “That is good news. My only reservation up to now was my children; I hated the thought of leaving them without their dad. I didn’t want them to have to visit their old man in jail. Hearing there is a chance of avoiding jail time gives me a lot of comfort, Noel. Thanks.”


    “Now, back to your question. As far as our effectiveness goes, we are doing great work. Each one we cull saves dozens of victims from despair, injury or death. If we don’t do what we do the future looks bleak for your children and their children. Randall, you must understand there are different levels within the organization. Your role will not always be the same as it is now. You will eventually be assigned to larger assignments. This was also the case with me. I walked in your shoes before I took up this position.”


    Noel’s responses always provided clarity for Randall. After a conversation with Noel he always felt more relaxed with a deeper understanding of his role within the organisation. “Well, I’m sorry to disrupt you late at night for such a trivial thing.”


    “Like I said, anytime. Anyway, I hope our little talk helps you with your sleep, and don’t forget our offer regarding Jenkins, it’s always on the table. You just say the word.”


    “Okay, thanks. I won’t keep you up any longer. I’ll speak with you later.” Randall hung up the phone, laid back on the bed, and stared at the ceiling, hoping that when he closed his eyes the Ferris wheel would be no more.


    * * *


    The following morning Jesse, with clipboard in hand, stood in front of the whiteboard. “Crime fighters, this is Michael Blair, most of you should already know him from the region, he is our analyst for this job. If you don’t know him, make yourself known to him, please.” The thin, short and pasty-skinned Michael walked around the office, shaking hands with the detectives.


    “All right, people, now for today’s jobs,” he said, pointing to the writing on the board he had earlier prepared. “Sheik, I’ve got you following up on our Asian friend today.”


    “Yep, on it,” he answered.


    “And, Michael, you will work on the partial mobile phone number to try and identify the two missing digits.” Michael nodded and made notes. “Georgie G, I need you to liaise with missing persons and see if we have any candidates. If we do, do the usual, get a DNA profile from home, toothbrush, whatever, and organize a comparison. See Leanne who has some photos for you and other physical features to go by.”


    “On it,” Georgie replied.


    “Hobbs, I need you to finish those things we discussed last night with the divers.” Hobbs nodded.


    As the team left and went about their tasks, Jesse noticed that Randall looked a little agitated. “What’s up, boss?”


    “I’ve got one of those friggin’ talk fest management meetings today, and it’s the last thing I need at the moment.”


    Flicking through a filing cabinet, Jesse laughed. “Well, good luck with it, boss, better you than me. I don’t have the patience.”


    “Do you think I have?” Randall huffed, as he left the room.


    * * *


    Randall didn’t like management meetings and failed to understand their benefit. In any instance, they went on far too long with those present clambering over each other to vie for their time in the sun. These meetings took up a lot of his valuable time and were mainly attended by those he referred to as cake-eaters who were really not productive towards the policing cause. These new fortnightly meetings, brought in by the new hierarchy, were the same mob who now ran the police department like a company. “How can a police department be profitable,” he often laughed to himself, “if policing is a business, with the amount of waste and poor decision making the bloody shareholders would be up in arms. The liquidators would have swept through the place long ago.”


    The relationship between Randall and management was bittersweet. They needed him because he was an excellent leader who got results, but at the same time loathed his unorthodox ways. Anyhow, Randall being Randall, the relationship with management did not get off to a great start.


    He recalled the very first management meeting he was called to, where supervisors from all sections of the policing roster were ordered to provide a monthly return of work performance by staff under their supervision. He saw this as a further imposition as he was just rehashing what was readily available on the computer database. Randall toed the line and submitted the first two months’ reports, but did not receive any acknowledgement or feedback about them. Delving as he did, he soon discovered that the reports were simply being filed without even being read.


    To make a point, he provided his third report in the form of a recipe for a delicious chocolate sponge cake, provided by his neighbours, Bill and Bev. Having heard nothing from management, he followed up the next month with another dessert, this time opting for a lovely lemon torte. On the fifth month he finished with a main meal of a delicious lamb shank with a red wine sauce.


    “My word, you are doing some cooking these days,” Bev had commented after handing him the lamb shank recipe. “Have you got a new girlfriend, Bob?” she had asked innocently.


    Smiling at her, he said, “No, Bev, I’ve just decided to get a little more adventurous with my cooking these days, that’s all.”


    Having run out of worthy recipes, he finally came clean at the next meeting. Standing up from his chair with arms outstretched on the table he spoke. “Ladies and Gentleman, who thinks these monthly reports are worthwhile?” There was silence in the room. “The reason why I ask you is that I don’t think they are,” he said, looking at the other supervisors and upper management. “They’re not being read, they’re not being acted upon and they are taking up time we can’t afford to waste.” He pulled the recipes out of a manila folder and carefully laid them out in front of him. “To prove a point I have been submitting an array of delicious recipes for my monthly returns. I started on March’s Swiss chocolate sponge cake…which was to die for. Then there was April’s tangy lemon torte with zest, amazing. And finally, who could forget May’s main of delicious lamb shank with basil and red wine sauce. These recipes were all submitted with absolutely no response at all.”


    He looked around the table at some embarrassed faces. Some looked down as they fiddled with their pens, some nervously leant back in their seats with hands behind their heads, and others who looked just plain irritated. He could see Claire from administration seated at the corner of the desk, smiling as she scribbled down the minutes of the meeting.


    Randall’s tone turned serious. “Look, we are tremendously busy, I don’t mind doing my fair share as a supervisor, but please do not ask me to do pointless reports which have no relevance. Now, if you will all excuse me, I have an important interview to conduct.” He pushed his chair in and walked from the room. From that point, his relationship with management was icy, to say the least.


    * * *


    Later that afternoon Randall wearily gathered up his jacket and bag, and then turned off the light to his office. As he walked through the darkened office and past the station area, Georgie G who was using a computer in the radio room stopped him. “Boss, you got a sec?”


    Randall’s head dropped as he froze on the spot. “Yeah, mate, go ahead, but please make it good news.”


    “Well, it is good and bad.”


    “Okay,” Randall said cautiously.


    “Mr. Kel Digby, our home invader cum rapist, has come up with a DNA match for another similar offence about a month after our one. He is wanted, and with the strong DNA evidence on this one, he won’t walk.”


    Randall smiled. “Good, good, maybe there is a God.”


    “Bad news is, we can’t find him.”


    Randall took on a greater interest. “Go on, go on,” he urged.


    “We’ve been to his unit, the neighbours hadn’t seen him. I broke in today and all his gear is there; his clothes, furniture, social security cards. Even his mobile phone was on charge. He has disappeared.”


    A blasé Randall said, “Mate, that is an absolute tragedy.”


    Georgie G crossed his fingers. “If he is dead, it will save me a shitload of paperwork and court time.”


    “Keep me up to date, will you? I’ve gotta go now.”


    


    

  


  
    

    CHAPTER 14 - MAULED BAIT


    


    It was two days since he had set Irish the new assignment and Randall was itching to find out how it was progressing. Walking out of the detectives’ office, he continued through the main police station and into the car park where he knew he would have privacy to make the call.


    “Hi, Detective,” Irish answered sluggishly.


    “Irish, what’s been happening? Do you have good news?”


    “Sure do, but I’ve been real crook. I almost died, you know.”


    “What do you mean?” Randall asked, trying to piece together what he meant. He was desperate to find out what had happened, but needed to discuss it in person. “I’ll meet you in twenty minutes, in the park off the Hume Highway. You can tell me about it then. Okay?”


    “Sure, I’ll see you there.”


    * * *


    Randall sat in a detective’s car in the car park of Trumper Park. He had met Irish at this location only once before. He liked to change the locations where he met the bait. He also liked to give them as little notice as possible. If the bait did happen to try and set him up, it would be very difficult to get a third party organised at the last minute to record their meetings.


    In the distance he could see Irish walking slowly from the opposite side of the park. He looked very lethargic. As he got closer, Randall saw he had taken on a dishevelled, homeless look. He unlocked the passenger’s side door, allowing Irish to lower himself into the seat. “Jeez, you look terrible,” he complimented.


    “Thanks, I feel crap as well.”


    Randall gave Irish a quick pat down while keeping an eye on the park. He liked to keep the bait on their toes. They were less inclined to act up if he was proactive. He always needed to be one step ahead of them. “It’s such a lovely day, Irish, let’s go for a nice walk in the park.”


    Irish moaned as he pulled himself out of the seat. He looked quite unwell. Once out of the car, both men strolled along the concrete path that meandered through the picturesque park. “Well, what happened to you, Irish? Are you all right? ’Cause you don’t look crash hot,” he asked in a concerned tone.


    “I’m bloody lucky to be alive, I tell you,” said an animated Irish. Randall stopped walking and listened closely to what Irish had to say. “It was the usual setup. Met the guy, told him I had high grade hammer. Arranged to meet him at his joint, he had a huge big ass mansion with high security. He had bars on the doors and a couple of nasty guard dogs. When I went inside he had two other heavies with him, one had a pistol pushed down the front of his pants. He looked fucking mean. I pulled out the stash from the front of my pants, and put it on the table so the target could have a taste. He pulls out two picks and puts them on the table in front of me. He looks me in the eye and says to me, I’ll hit it up but you go first. I wanna make sure you’re not a cop. I don’t know you. I don’t trust you.”


    Randall pointed to a nearby bench, which they walked to and sat on. “Bloody hell, not a really good position to be in, Irish. What happened then?”


    Irish looked down solemnly and continued. “I shit myself. I mean really shit myself. Then he mixed up the gear and pulls it up through the pick and hands it to me. They’re all staring at me, watching me. They think I might be a cop, they are waiting for me to break. He hands me a belt, and I tie it around my arm and pump my forearm to get the veins popping. I’m trying not to be scared… I’m saying to myself, keep calm, don’t shake. I know I will probably die if I don’t hit it up, and I will definitely die if I do. I know that if I take the lot, it will kill me on the spot. I held the needle up to the light, flicked it and pushed the plunger to get the air bubbles out of it. A little of the gear spurted out. I lowered my arm slightly below the table height to make it hard for them to see. As I moved the pick to my arm, I pushed the plunger again and spurted about three quarters of the gear onto the inside leg of my jeans. I then pushed the needle in.


    “The main guy then leans over the table to watch closer, and see’s the very last of it going into my arm. He didn’t know I only took a quarter of it. Anyway, it didn’t take me long to realize I was in trouble. I watched the main guy do the same, only he hits up the whole lot in one go. I know he is gonna die, I gotta get out of there, but I am really feeling out of it.


    “I asked where the toilet was. I stagger through the house, knocking over things but I can’t get out. The doors are all locked and barred. I reached the toilet and go in and there is a window. I slid the window open and jumped out. I ran through the garden, falling over and staggering all over the place, then the dogs start barking.


    “Out in the street I hear yelling from inside, sounds like they are trying to wake him up, he would have been dead before he hit the floor. I’m not sure how, but I somehow got to a nearby park and fell near a toilet block. That’s all I remember. I woke up in hospital on a drip. My heart had stopped and I’d died five times but they kept bringing me back. Eventually the drugs the hospital gave me kicked in, and here I am.”


    Randall sat quietly and considered the truth of the story he had just been told. “So why aren’t you still in hospital?” Randall asked suspiciously.


    “These fuckers are gonna want to kill me, Detective,” he said, gesturing a pistol to his head. “I had to get out of there, I was a sitting duck. If they had of found me, they would have killed me. So I signed myself out, and here I am.”


    Randall looked out into the park and considered his story. Any reservations he had, now disappeared. At that moment he was glad he had not killed off Irish for his indiscretion at the Chinese restaurant. He had handled this assignment very well. “Irish, I don’t know what to say to you. I am sorry you were put in that situation, but I have no control over what happens out there. You do understand that, don’t you?”


    “Yeah, I do. Maybe you could speak to your boss and put in for a pay rise for me,” he said with a hint of a smile.


    “Bloody hell, you deserve one, Irish. You now know how strong that shit is, don’t you?”


    “Shit, you can say that again. If you take that stuff straight up, it is an instant death sentence.”


    Randall looked out into the vast expanse of lawn. “Well hopefully there won’t be anything coming up too soon. Go home and rest up and get better. Okay?” Randall opened his wallet and handed Irish four thousand dollars cash.


    Irish took the cash and saluted Randall. “Thanks, Detective, appreciated.”


    Randall leant back and gave Irish a pat on the shoulder. “You did really well, it is appreciated. We’ll speak again, but hopefully not too soon.” Randall remained seated while he watched the lethargic Irish stand up and wander very slowly across the park.


    Being nominated as bait by the Abacus was truly a cruel blow for anyone. On reflection, he thought it could even be worse than being nominated as a target. The targets were killed quickly, whereas the baits were put in a number of dangerous situations, then later killed for their troubles. Even though he felt terribly sorry for Irish today, he had to remain focused on the positives; there was another target now off the streets.


    * * *


    At day’s end, the team found themselves back in the task force office to exchange information. “Sheik, how did you go with our Asian?” Jesse asked.


    “Good, Jesse, as we thought it appears he is a bit of a recreational angler. Anyway, he hooked up the backpack, dragged it onto the mud flat and opened it. He found the head and panicked. He thought the police were going to take him away and torture him. So he left the backpack, packed up his gear, and took off with his dog.”


    “Why did he come back today if he was scared?” Jesse asked inquisitively.


    “He thought that if he came back and saw the bag again, he would do the right thing and let someone know.”


    “And you, Hobbs, how did you get on?”


    “Well, the divers couldn’t find further remains or any other clues with a wide search of the riverbed, both downstream and upstream. For the re-enactment we chose a bowling ball, which had the same weight as the head. The ball was wrapped in a sheet, placed into the same backpack and sent out with a rope attached. We tested it in both the strong run out current as well as run in. The tides are a decent size at the moment, being about one point eight metres, so it gave us a good indication of how the current would affect the bag and contents. The result was that the bag did not budge one inch, it stuck to the bottom, even when the divers gave it a shove from its resting place, the current still did not move it. We came to the conclusion that the bag had been tossed in exactly where it was found.”


    “Interesting,” Jesse said as he pumped some disinfectant gel from a small container into his hands and rubbed them together.


    “In respect of marine life in the Botany River, we got a statement from a local pro-fisherman. Apparently the river is home to the odd bull shark, mullet, bream, mud crabs and prawns, which could all feed off the remains.”


    Jesse scribbled some notes on the whiteboard and momentarily looked up. “Good work, mate, that answers a few questions for us.”


    Randall, from his seated position at the head of the table, looked over to the analyst. “All right, over to you, Michael.”


    The ginger-headed Michael nervously cleared his high-pitched voice. “I have eliminated about eighty potential phone numbers, leaving a balance of twenty. I am confident I will get something for you tomorrow.”


    “Nice,” Randall said, enjoying his straightforwardness.


    “Where are we up to with missing persons, Georgie?” Jesse asked eagerly.


    Georgie G adjusted his tie before he commenced. “We have shortlisted recent missing persons throughout the city and outskirts who had similar identifiable features, to about six. We are in the process of collecting DNA profiles from the relatives of those six. Leanne has arranged for the head to be tidied up to allow for a presentable photo to be taken. This photo will be shown to family members of those missing people.”


    “All right. We’re done,” Jesse said, abruptly closing the briefing.


    * * *


    Back in his office, Randall opened up the carefully folded newspaper, leant back in his chair, and flicked through it. On page two, he saw their current homicide investigation was the feature article. REMAINS FOUND IN BOTANY RIVER. He read through the article and laughed to himself at how the reporter was able to fill half a page with total waffle. It was a true gift. The reporter had little to no information and just filled the article with comments from local residents. As he tossed the paper into the bin, the landline phone on his desk rang.


    “Detective Sergeant Randall speaking.”


    “Detective, this is Warden Clarrie Hall from Corrective Services speaking.”


    “Yes,” he said eagerly.


    “We are ringing to let you know that the inmate Terry Jenkins has had a Court Ordered Parole Order made against him, meaning the Parole Board will meet next week to consider his release date, regardless of his wishes.”


    “Okay,” Randall said, trying to hide his enthusiasm.


    “As the surviving victim, the board requires your thoughts on his release in writing.”


    “Warden, you will have that by day’s end. There is no way I will stand in the way of his release. He has paid the price for the murders and he should be allowed to be free back into the community. All is forgiven.”


    “Okay, Detective, you can email reports@paroleboard.gov.au if you’d like to and we will let you know the day the board is sitting. That is if you would like to be present.”


    “Thank you for letting me know, warden, it is much appreciated.”


    Randall hung up the phone, got to his feet, punched the air and yelled, “Yeessssss!” He walked around his room in circles with a huge smile on his face. He was overjoyed. Finally Jenkins was to be released. This was the news he had been waiting to hear for over thirty years, which meant he now had some serious planning to do. Sitting down, he leant back and looked up at the ceiling; he couldn’t believe the day of his release was finally close.


    An invigorated and high-spirited Randall marched from the Fishbowl and into the Task Force office where he joined Jesse who was working his way through a high pile of paperwork. “What do you have there, Jesse?”


    “Bloody Crime Stopper letters from the public, hundreds of them.”


    Randall picked up a letter and read it. Shaking his head he said, “I don’t know why, but whenever there is a call for public assistance it is a signal for every mad bastard in the community to become a super sleuth. Sure, there may be the odd useful one here, but for every good one there are two hundred I wouldn’t wipe my backside with.” Jesse nodded. “You might have to get the analyst to go through these once he identifies that phone number,” Randall suggested subtly.


    “Yeah, you’re right. I just had a spare minute and was having a quick flick to see what we had here. I haven’t seen anything groundbreaking yet.”


    “Speak of the devil,” Randall said.


    An outwardly happy Michael walked in reading a piece of paper. “What? Did you get a shag last night or something?” Jesse asked.


    “Better than that,” he said a little uncomfortably.


    “What could possibly be better than a shag?” Randall asked, trying to further embarrass him.


    “I’m sure I have tracked down the rest of the phone number found in the bag.”


    “How do we know it is right?” Randall asked.


    “We got down to the final two numbers. I called one of them and spoke to a woman who is a university student at the Sydney University. She says that her mobile phone number is a new one, and she had written down her number to a few of her friends. When we explained the situation and gave her a description of the victim, she said that it sounded like a friend named Tony Briggs. Tony had been given her number on a small piece of paper. We have since got her in and she has positively identified our victim as Briggs from photos.”


    “Is Briggs a current missing person?” Randall asked.


    “No, not at this stage,” Michael replied. “But the description is identical.”


    A wide smile beamed from Jesse’s face. “Excellent work, Michael.”


    Randall patted Michael on the back as he headed for the door. “Game on, guys. Game on.”


    * * *


    Once Briggs had been positively identified, Leanne and Randall made the long drive over the Sydney Harbour Bridge to the Northern Sydney beaches suburb of Narrabeen.


    Randall had, throughout his career, delivered many a death message to families who had suffered loss. After gauging their responses, he categorised them into three distinct groups. There were the violent confrontations, where family members would channel their shock into anger. These people at times would take their rage out on the police messengers. He had in the past been the recipient of such outbursts and never took it personally. He knew it was an involuntary action of which they had absolutely no control.


    The next group were the ones who totally broke down, usually yelling and crying uncontrollably and often losing the use of their legs and all strength. These people were usually inconsolable and were in total denial about what they had just heard.


    Finally, there was the group who stood there absolutely silent and showed very little emotion at all. He believed that this group were more likely to do something drastic in response to the bad news. This group could easily be interpreted as having something to hide, however, experience had shown him that this, too, was a completely normal way for these people to deal with shock after hearing life changing news. It didn’t matter what the reaction was though, it was still a very difficult task to tell a family that their loved one was not coming home.


    Nonetheless, the reaction of family members in murder investigations was important. He wanted to see firsthand the reaction he received; in his eyes everyone was guilty until proven innocent.


    It did not seem long before he stood face to face with Mrs. Briggs in the doorway of her modest suburban home. “Mrs. Briggs, is it?”


    “Yes, why?” she asked nervously.


    Like most people who were about to receive bad news from police, she had sensed that she was about to learn something very painful. “I’m afraid I have some very bad news to share with you. Can we come in?”


    She instantly grasped the doorframe and visibly shook. Leanne instinctively held her hand and walked her into the house. She was excellent at times like this. Once inside, Leanne sat on the lounge with her arm around Mrs. Briggs, while Randall pulled a chair up and sat opposite her. Randall had thought beforehand how he was deliver the news, but decided as always, the most direct method would be best.


    Pulling his chair a little closer, and holding her hand, he said, “Mrs. Briggs, I am sorry we have to meet under such circumstances, but I am afraid to inform you that we have recovered a deceased man in the Botany River who has been identified as your son Tony.”


    With that, she pulled her hand from his grasp, held her head in her hands and bent forward, sobbing uncontrollably. “No, no, it can’t be, it can’t be true, please God, no.” Mrs. Briggs seemed to lose all strength in her body and slid forward off the lounge onto the floor, with her back up against the seat cushion. She reached across to a family photograph, which was on a small side table next to the lounge, and held it against her chest. “No, not my boy,” she cried as she rocked the photo in her arms as if soothing a newborn baby.


    He knelt down next to her, put his arms gently around her shoulders and helped her back into her seat. “I’m so sorry to have to bring you this terrible news,” he said apologetically.


    “How did this happen? Was it an accident?”


    “Ma’am, unfortunately it does look like Tony was the victim of foul play.” This further information seemed to cause even further distress to her already fragile state as she loudly wailed in denial.


    The chime from the front doorbell sounded. Leanne walked down the hall to answer it. “That will be Kaitlyn, my daughter, I called her after you called me.” Mrs Briggs sobbed. Seeing her mother in distress, Kaitlyn ran down the hall to comfort her. As Kaitlyn listened to the details of her brother’s demise, tears trickled down her face. Randall was ever watchful as both mother and daughter interacted.


    The detectives spent a further hour with Mrs. Briggs and Kaitlyn until a number of other family members arrived to support them both. Arrangements were made for them to come to the police station to provide statements and the crucial background information regarding Tony.


    The detectives walked down the stairs of the front porch and down the footpath, which led to the road. As they reached the small steel gate Randall held it open to allow Leanne to pass. As she did, he whispered quietly, “Well, my dear, we can scratch both mum and sis as suspects.”


    Leanne nodded. Genuine grief was hard to replicate.


    * * *


    Later that night, on his way home, Randall made a customary stop.


    Even though it was a dark night, he easily negotiated the maze of headstones, wrought iron fences and ornaments that surrounded the many decrepit and lonely gravesites. Even the light eerie mist and strange noises did little to unnerve him on his mission to share the good news. The sound from every footstep was exaggerated as he passed over a large section of white coarse quartz near their final resting place.


    Kneeing down next to the double gravesite, he placed a brown paper bag on the ground and draped his arm over the weathered headstone, touching it gently.


    From the bag, he removed a matchbox and candle, which he lit and carefully placed on the grave. Under candlelight, the detail on the headstone appeared from the darkness. R.I.P Matilda and Stan Randall. It had a number of peaceful doves soaring above the script. He removed a handkerchief from the inner pocket of his jacket and carefully wiped the headstone over, removing some dust and the occasional cobweb.


    Shaking the bag, he emptied the contents into his palm, a pale-coloured seashell and a small tube of silicone. Proudly holding out the illuminated shell, he whispered, “Mum, Dad, I have another shell for you and I also have some very good news to share.” He looked down at the raised concrete edging that surrounded the grave and counted the long line of shells on display. “This one makes thirty-two,” he said, squeezing the silicone onto the base of the shell and pushing it down firmly next to the last one. “The good news is the time has finally arrived. Jenkins has a parole board meeting in a week. They are forcing him out and I finally get the chance to get him.” He paused a moment. “I knew the news would make you both happy. I will be back as soon as it is done. You will be the first to know.”


    Stuffing the paper bag into his trouser pocket, he jumped to his feet, nodded to the headstone, and walked back to the car park.


    * * *


    Early the following morning, Randall sat at his desk with his left thumb and forefinger stretched across his brow as he read through the statements obtained from the Briggs family. As he read, he periodically stopped and scribbled key points on his notepad.


    As the team filed into work there was a buzz in the air, they were all aware that the investigation had progressed. The victim identification until now had been a stumbling block, but following the positive identification, the mood had lifted.


    “All right, crime fighters, get your coffees. We’ve got a bit to get through in the task force office in ten. Thanks,” Jesse called from his desk.


    Jesse entered the task force room to a capacity audience, and stood next to the whiteboard. Pulling a cleaning wipe from a nearby box, he gave the whiteboard marker a good scrub, then his hands. The team smiled at each other as they looked on amusingly. Having satisfied his phobia, Jesse opened the meeting. “As you are all aware, last night we identified the phone number for the victim. We have since identified a witness who provided the small piece of paper with the phone number to the victim. She has looked at photographs and has positively identified the victim as Tony Briggs born twenty-one, ten, seventy-eight, formerly of Kensington. Last night the boss and Leanne informed the family and organised for background statements to be taken.”


    Jesse nodded at Hobbs. “Big fella, you want to fill us in with some background info?”


    Hobbs flicked open his notebook and addressed the team from where he sat. “We took a number of statements last night and what we have learned about the deceased is that he was a young single man who was a career university student. He had studied pretty much all of his adult life and had only a handful of part-time jobs to support his studies. He was a fit thirty-year-old, with a sister and mother who lived together in Narrabeen on the northern beaches of Sydney. His father had died in a car accident when he was fifteen years old. Police computer inquiries showed that he had not been reported missing, even though he had not been heard from in the last three weeks. His sister Kaitlyn was the last known family member to speak with him over the phone three weeks earlier. The victim had called her from his mobile phone to chat, and he seemed in good spirits at the time.


    “While ordinarily, the non-reporting of the victim as a missing person would normally be a concern, the victim’s nomadic lifestyle has made it somewhat understandable. The victim was a journeyman, and would spontaneously take off on trips with fellow students, sometimes interstate or to overseas destinations. Often he would not contact family before leaving. It appeared to the family that he was again on one of these trips. The victim lived on his own, near the University Of New South Wales, at Kensington, in the eastern suburbs of Sydney. As far as the family knew, the victim was not involved in drugs apart from experimenting with cannabis drugs earlier in his youth. They were not aware of any enemies he may have had.


    “He was generally a cheerful and outgoing person. They didn’t believe he was currently in a relationship, with his previous relationship having ended about four months earlier. That relationship was with a nurse, Karen Cheung, an Australian of Chinese parentage who works at the Gladsville psychiatric hospital as a nurse. They met when the victim was admitted to the ward after a mental breakdown. In the hospital, they became friends and later began a relationship. When he left the hospital, he moved into her rented one bedroom flat in Newtown, however, the relationship only lasted about a month. The family was not sure why the relationship ended, but their son left the unit in Newtown and moved into a rented, one bedroom unit in Kensington. Ms Cheung was not close to the family, and they lost all contact with her once the relationship ended. The family have provided us the details of three close friends and another two relatives who may be able to help us further.”


    “Did he still visit his ex?” Sheik asked, referring to his own notes.


    “Not as far as we know.”


    “And where did he socialize?”


    Hobbs quickly flicked back over a few pages in his notebook. “As far as socialising, he pretty much frequented the local Randwick pubs with his university mates.”


    Leaning against the whiteboard, Jesse pointed at team members with his marker as he allocated tasks. “Georgie G, the next couple of days do some digging at the uni. Leanne and Sheik, I want you to start working through the list of friends and relatives we’ve got. I will arrange a surveillance team to have a look at Ms Cheung to see what she is up to these days. Michael, they’re gonna need a profile of Ms Cheung to work off, so can you get on it quick and get it off to them. We’re also going to need a profile for the victim, and get the mobile phone records for incoming and outgoing calls on the victim’s mobile for the last month, as well as the mobile for Cheung. Hobbs, you get one of the detectives from Mascot to help search the victim’s unit.”


    Randall looked at Hobbs. “Big fella, just be mindful that the unit could be the crime scene and treat it as such, any suggestion it is… well you know what to do.” Hobbs nodded.


    “Any questions, folks?” Jesse looked around the room. “Good, off to it then.”


    * * *


    It was now six days since the murder investigation had started. Randall stopped at Georgie G’s desk en-route to the task force office. “Any word on our elusive Mr. Digby?”


    Georgie G looked up. “Yeah, boss, I meant to tell you, we haven’t caught up with him, but the neighbours heard someone in his unit last night and saw the lights on. They didn’t see who was in there, but I think we can safely assume it is him.”


    “Good news, Georgie,” Randall said, a little surprised.


    “We should be able to track him down in the next couple of days. I’ll let you know how we go.”


    “Thanks, Georgie.”


    After taking a big gulp of his bottled of water, Randall sat at his usual position at the end of the table in the task force office. “All right, Georgie G, enlighten us, tell us the Tony Briggs story.”


    “Well, I have spent the last two days at the university dealing with the future of this great nation, and let me say it is frightening. We got about four background statements from fellow students and close friends of the victim. One of those friends, Lloyd Willis, claimed to have seen the victim in a heated argument with another student, Michael McCabe. Apparently the argument was over McCabe’s ex, Belinda Mena, who is also a student. The victim had been talking to her regularly and McCabe took exception to it. There was push and shove in the corridor of the university about four weeks ago but nothing since.


    “From what we could gather, the victim was involved in a bit of cannabis use, but no connection to heavier drugs or drug dealing. He was a social drinker and liked a beer at the local hotels in Randwick. Aside from chasing Belinda Mena, he was a single guy who did his best most weekends chasing the ladies. He was not an aggressive guy at all. We asked his uni friends whether he talked about his previous girlfriend Karen Cheung, however, they knew nothing of her. It appeared that he had well and truly moved on with his life.


    “One friend, Laurie Daley, told us the victim had a serious gambling problem, however, no one else knew. Daley claimed the victim would gamble in secret on the horses and on the internet. The victim had confided in Daley as he, too, was a big gambler. Daley stated that he thought his other close friends were not aware of his problem.”


    Hobbs interrupted. “Georgie, did he do business through a book maker?”


    “At this stage it looked as though he had a TAB account and bet through the internet. Simon was unaware of any bookie, but it is a possibility.”


    Jesse turned and scribbled on the whiteboard: Bookie/gambling follow up.


    “Is that it from you?” Randall asked.


    “That’s it for me, boss,” Georgie G said, flicking his notebook closed.


    Jesse pointed at Leanne. “Okay, Leanne, what do we know about Ms Cheung?”


    Leanne stood from her seated position and read from her notepad. “We have spoken to some close relatives and friends of the victim who were in regular contact with him when he was in a relationship with Ms Cheung. Much of what we learned is pretty much what his family already told us. We learnt that they had a pretty fiery short relationship. As already mentioned, Cheung worked in a psychiatric ward and met the victim when he was admitted as a patient after having had a mental breakdown. They started a relationship and he moved into her small one bedroom unit she was renting, which is at unit sixteen of number twelve King Street, Newtown. The unit is on the third floor and is in a complex of about eighteen units. We went for a drive past and saw that the whole area is pretty densely populated with the whole street containing blocks of units.”


    “Was there a history of domestics at the unit during their stay?” Georgie G asked with pen behind his ear.


    “I have made a location inquiry on the COPS system, and during their month there, there were no reports of domestics or the like.”


    “Well, what makes the family say the relationship was fiery?” Georgie G asked to further clarify.


    “Well, the family had seen them have a number of arguments, where she would storm off and leave. The arguments were not deemed to be too serious, just the usual lovers’ tiffs. You know, the kind of arguments you men start. That sort of thing.”


    Georgie G smiled and nodded. “Yeah sure, I know what you mean.”


    “Now, George, if I can go on?” Leanne asked.


    “Sure, sure, go ahead, I don’t want to be the cause of one of those arguments you speak of.”


    Leanne continued. “As far as we can tell after their split, she stayed on in the unit for a short time. All the witnesses we spoke with were not aware of what she is up to now.”


    Michael raised his hand, and in his quiet, awkward voice said, “Perhaps I may be to help there. Surveillance has confirmed that she is still working at Gladesville Psychiatric Hospital and that she has a new man. She lives with this guy at one hundred and ninety Enmore Road, Enmore. The house is a single storey Californian bungalow freestanding home. I’ve run checks on the registration plate for the new guy and it has come back as a Peter Hoskings. On the system his employment is as a plumber with no criminal history or intelligence. What is interesting about Mr. Hoskings is that he possesses a current firearm license for four weapons he owns… one of which is a point two two calibre rifle.” Michael paused to allow the information to be absorbed before continuing. “As far as I can tell, the weapons are housed in a gun safe at his Enmore address.”


    “That’s excellent work, Mick,” Jesse praised. “Can I get you to now organise further surveillance on him? Can you organise that?” Michael nodded. “Same deal as with Cheung, can you put together a full profile on him, and how did we go with the phone records for the victim and Cheung?”


    “Pretty good. I did both call charge records for calls the victim made as well as records for numbers that called him. There were plenty of calls made to the victim’s phone leading up to first of May. On the first of May the phone activity stopped. Up until this time, phone activity was daily.”


    “Good,” Randall interjected. “A fairly good indication of his date of death. Who was the last call made to?”


    “Looks like his sister Kaitlyn.” Randall nodded attentively as Michael continued. “The other mobile calls were made from various numbers. I eventually found a current mobile number for Cheung, and cross-referenced it with the victim’s phone records. Interestingly, the victim in the month leading up to the first of May did not call her at all, however, on twenty-eighth of April, she called his number. The call lasted three minutes.”


    “Sounds very promising,” Sheik added.


    “Big fella, how did you go with the victim’s unit?” Randall asked.


    “Well, the unit is on the third floor of a large complex. It is a single bedroom unit. Before the search I spoke with the neighbours who were all fellow students at the university. Since he has lived there, they have not seen him with a steady girlfriend. They said he was a very quiet neighbour; he didn’t have loud parties or cause any problems. None of the neighbours have heard anything out of the ordinary in the last month.


    “The real estate agent arranged access to his unit for us. It was sparsely furnished with only the bare essentials. I was unable to find any documentation or photos relating to Cheung or any other female. I listened to his answering machine and there were a number of calls from concerned relatives and friends from the university. I have kept a recording of those messages. I found a mobile phone charger plugged into the wall, but no mobile phone. The charger was a NOKIA brand. I looked around the bedroom and found an empty box for a NOKIA sixty-three hundred, which I assume is the one he used. This phone is unaccounted for. We searched the kitchen, bathroom, lounge room and laundry for any evidence and I can confidently say that it was not the crime scene.


    “Everything appeared neat and in its place. I have told the real estate agent that we might have to revisit the unit, so it has been locked up and will not be leased again until we finish our inquiries. We could arrange for luminal testing to determine any blood splatter but it is my view that this will be a pointless exercise.”


    “Excellent. So at least we have secured the unit if we later need it.”


    “Now what does everyone think about approaching Cheung and Hoskings?” Jesse asked, inviting feedback.


    “We are going to have to lock them into their version of events soon,” Leanne said calmly. “Obviously, timing is of the essence.”


    Jesse leant over the backrest of a spare chair. “Well, it would obviously be nice to get a device into the house before speaking with them to generate some conversation, but we are a bit short of a gallop to substantiate a warrant. Obviously the possession of a point two two calibre rifle by Hoskings helps us, but there are probably one hundred thousand such owners across the state.”


    “Yeah, I agree with that,” Sheik said with hands clasped. “But as well as conversation between the two, we also have to consider other physical evidence. If we show our hand too soon, the rifle or other evidence at the Enmore home may be lost.”


    Randall nodded. “Yeah, good point, Sheik. Once we lock them into a version, which we may be able to later discredit, we may be in a better position to get the warrant. Listen, I think the best way to prevent the loss of evidence is to keep the surveillance on them after the interviews, see where they go. And if they do go back to the house and try to dispose of anything, we’ll be all over them.”


    Hobbs sat patiently twirling his pen around his fingers, in deep thought. “Well, how about we interview them and be upfront with Hoskings? Tell him that we know he has licensed weapons and ask for permission to come and get the weapons for testing. Tell him it is just routine in an investigation of this nature. What is he gonna say? No? If he is involved, he’s gonna want to help and deflect any sort of attention from himself. This way we secure the guns and we get to have a little look around without a warrant. In any case, if he doesn’t allow us entry, we know we are probably on the money.”


    There was general agreement in the room as Jesse spoke. “Well, we will leave surveillance on them for a few more days and see if we can get a routine for them. Then we will push ahead with Hobbsy’s plan and interview them.”


    * * *


    Back in his office, Randall checked his emails on the computer and saw there was one from the Commissioner of Corrective Services.


    Excellent, this should be information about the Parole Board hearing date.


    Opening the email, he read the content. Owing to the recent events relating to Prisoner Terry Jenkins the Parole Board Hearing has been cancelled indefinitely. Please refer to details on the NSW Police Data base regarding details of his pending charges.


    “No, no, no. What pending charges?” he yelled out desperately.


    Quickly accessing the police data base, he looked up the profile for Jenkins. “No, no, no,” he yelled. He stood up and yanked the keyboard from the computer, throwing it against a wall. With hands on hips he paced around the room, stopping to momentarily run his fingers through his hair. On the floor he saw some of the keys had come off the keyboard and were scattered over the carpet. Picking up a handful, he hurled them as hard as he could at the glass wall. Looking out of his office he saw Hobbs was watching him. Hobbs looked away, trying to avoid eye contact.


    Walking over to the blind, Randall forcefully yanked it closed for privacy. He flopped into the seat again and read the detail on the computer. He saw there were recent charges for malicious wounding and arson arising from the previous night. He read that Jenkins had caused a fire in a wing of the jail and had stabbed a prison guard who had come to investigate. Randall sat in stunned silence. Holding his head in his hands he was a totally devastated man. “The bastard has played the system again.” The desperate and cunning Jenkins had taken the only option available to him to prolong his own life. The offences ensured he had avoided a deadly date with Randall. The inner peace that Randall had longed for was again out of his reach, and there was absolutely nothing he could do about it.


    Randall spun around in his seat to face the cactus of knowledge. He stared straight ahead with an intense look. Fuck it. It’s just fucking too hard. Maybe I should take DL up on their offer to kill the bastard. There is absolutely no justice in the world.


    


    

  


  
    

    CHAPTER 15 – THE GREY NURSE


    


    The next day Randall looked at a message that had been scribbled on a plain piece of paper and jammed between the buttons on his keyboard. It had achieved its goal of catching his attention. The message simply read: Sarge, please call Nurse Helen Florence, RPA Hospital Psychiatric Ward, may have a suspect in your case Ph 95596435.


    This message was of particular interest to him as it came from a psychiatric facility. The mutilation of the body was consistent with that of a very troubled individual, possibly a patient. Secondly, nurses generally made very good, reliable witnesses, and finally, the suspect Cheung was also a psych nurse.


    On their way to the Royal Prince Alfred Hospital, Hobbs ended a long silence. “Well, there may be something in this, boss. To murder someone and cut a head off, you would have to really have a screw loose.”


    Randall looked straight ahead. “Yeah, I was thinking that myself.”


    Hobbs nodded. “If it were me, and I wanted to beat a murder wrap. I would be well prepared.”


    “How so,” Randall asked, turning down the stereo.


    “Simple, I would start doing some crazy stuff in the lead up, maybe book myself in the nut house a few days prior. Start doin’ a bit of outrageous stuff, you know getting around nude with my undies on my head, that sort of thing.”


    “What’s mad about that? That’s a usual Sunday morning at home for me.”


    Hobbs looked at Randall. “Yeah, I could imagine that would be the case.”


    “What about the actual slaying?” Randall asked.


    “It’s important to make a statement when killing. In this instance the head has been chopped off, so the perpetrator has really made a strong one. The statement being, ‘I’m a fucking lunatic.’ So by taking those preparatory steps and killing with a little madness in mind, it could almost be the perfect crime.”


    “Wow, you have really put some thought into this, haven’t you?”


    “Sure have.”


    “Not a committed Christian’s way, though,” he said without expression.


    “Just hypothetical, boss. I’m a detective, so I’m expected to get inside the mind of those we pursue.”


    “You devil dodgers have always got a bloody excuse, haven’t you?”


    * * *


    Before long, the detectives found themselves in the reception of the Royal Prince Alfred Hospital Psychiatric Ward. Randall flicked open his police identification to the young female receptionist. “Could we speak with Nurse Florence, please, she is expecting us.”


    “Sure, won’t be a moment,” she said, picking up the phone to call the ward.


    Randall looked through the thick glass doors into the ward and saw a number of patients in their pyjamas walking aimlessly from one side of the room to the other. He looked at his watch and saw it was eleven A.M. “Poor bastards,” he whispered. “Imagine being locked up in there.”


    The ward was full of patients walking back and forth with no real purpose. “Did you ever see One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest?” Hobbs asked, smiling and nodding at the young receptionist.


    “Yeah, good movie,” Randall said eagerly. “But it turned out pretty nasty for Jack in the end.” He made a chopping motion with his hand across the top of his head.


    “Yeah, it was a feel good movie, you know, Jack organizing a day trip on the boat with the patients, teaching the big chief to play basketball and all that, then they had to go ahead and give him a full frontal lobotomy. The movie sort of lost its way after that.”


    Randall sat there for a minute and recounted the demise of Jack Nicholson in the movie, when he felt the presence of someone at the glass door. Looking up, he saw a stunning nurse swiping her card in the door to open it.


    As the doors opened, he was hit with a horrible smell. It was a combination of disinfectant, bedpans and the musty smell of body odour. He quickly put the smell aside and focused his attention on the lovely vision before him. Nurse Florence was captivating. She had dark, long hair, which was tied up into a bun. The nurse’s uniform completed the picture as it hugged her slim body and left very little to Randall’s imagination. It was difficult to guess her age, she could have been anywhere between thirty to forty-five years, but was very well preserved. A chain hung around her neck with her security swipe card attached. The card dangled delicately between her two pert round breasts.


    “Don’t bother, big fella, this one’s sergeant’s material,” he mumbled out the side of his mouth.


    Nurse Florence extended her right hand and greeted the men with a warm, welcoming smile. “Hi, I’m Helen.”


    Hobbs shook her hand. “Hi, I’m Detective Lee Hobbs and this is Detective Sergeant Bob Randall. We are from Ashfield Police.”


    Randall reached out and shook her hand; her skin was soft and her handshake firm. Her sweet perfume momentarily masked the hospital smell. Randall smiled, “Pleasure, Helen, pleasure,” he said turning on the charm.


    Nurse Florence smiled in kind. “Thanks for coming, guys. Come through.”


    Randall was lost in the moment and was stunned by the colour of her big bright eyes, which were a sexy steel grey colour. As they followed her into the ward, Randall quickly peeked at her ring finger and saw that it was without adornment. Something’s up. What’s the catch? Maybe spending all this time with the loonies has made her one, he thought. Randall always looked for a flaw or a catch; it was just in his nature to view things suspiciously. Seeing Randall was occupied, Hobbs took the opportunity to shuffle into pole position right behind the nurse.


    Randall felt a little uneasy as he trailed behind into the ward. Psych wards did that to him. To him, the wards contained a population of humans with broken minds. Minds with the potential to injure, maim or kill. Over the years, he had seen this scenario play out a number of times.


    His thoughts were interrupted by the soft husky voice of Nurse Florence as she pointed to the left side of the ward. “We have two sides to the ward, this side is for the patients who have severe conditions and have generally been here long-term,” she said, pointing to the right. “Whereas the other side of the ward is for day patients and those who stay are only short-term. My office is just out the back.”


    As they continued through the ward, an elderly man shuffled towards Hobbs. He looked about sixty-five years old, five feet four inches tall, with short balding hair, wearing winter pyjamas and thick bifocals. The little man shuffled up in his slippers very close to Hobbs, gazed at him with his magnified eyes, and asked loudly, “Can I help you?”


    Hobbs was startled, and with an uncomfortable laugh replied, “No thanks, we’re right.”


    The question came again. “Can I help you?”


    “No, no, I’m right, thanks,” he replied, obviously trying to remain polite.


    The man continued to follow them, bombarding Hobbs with the same question over and over. With every question, his magnified eyes would pop up in front of Hobbs’s face. The further they walked, the quicker the questions came, until it was continual. “Can I help you? Can I help you? Can I help you? Can I help you?”


    Randall could not hide his amusement and started to belly laugh. The fact that Hobbs had jumped in front of him made it all the more amusing.


    Nearing the office, Nurse Florence came to the rescue. “Harold,” she called in a stern voice. “These men are here to see me. Off you go, we need privacy.”


    Harold looked at the nurse, then back at Hobbs and gave it one more go. “Are you sure I can’t help you?”


    The nurse raised her voice. “Harold!” A visibly dejected Harold turned and walked back into the ward.


    Randall looked at Nurse Florence with a big smile. “Please don’t tell me Harold is our suspect.”


    “No, no,” she said, sharing his laughter. “Anyway, you’ll never be able to pin anything on Harold, he’s got a watertight alibi.”


    “And what is that?” Hobbs asked.


    “He’s been in this place for the last twelve years.”


    Near the entry to the office, Randall looked to his right and saw another elderly man spinning a button on his shirt. As he spun the button he looked straight ahead at the opposing wall and jiggled his feet. “This is Ben,” said Nurse Florence. “He has been here for about four years.”


    Randall watched him closely. “What is the go with the button twirling thing?” he asked, genuinely interested.


    “For the four years he has been here, he has continued to spin that button on his shirt. When he first came in, he was spinning normal threaded buttons, but they would break in a day and he would fly into a rage. So we sewed them on with fishing line. That would last a little longer. Now we attach those metal denim jean-type buttons onto his shirts. Though he still manages to go through one of those every few weeks.”


    “Are you serious?” Randall asked in amazement. The nurse nodded. “You mean he’s been continually spinning a button for four years.”


    “Sure has.”


    Shaking his head as he entered the office Randall said, “That is true commitment right there.”


    “Take a seat, guys,” the nurse offered before gracefully sliding behind her desk. “The reason why I gave you a call is that I saw the newspaper article about your murder investigation, where a man’s severed head was found. It may be nothing, but it just so happens that we have a patient in the other ward who came in two days ago in a very delusional state. We think that his symptoms are as a result of a drug-induced psychosis. Since being in here, he has told me that he has had a nightmare about seeing a dead body with its head cut off. He said that he was then rained on by small falling pieces of the body. There may be nothing in it, but I thought I would let you guys know as he was out and about two days ago.”


    “I’ve just got a few questions.” Randall clicked the top of his pen in and out. “Firstly, do they have access to newspapers in the ward?”


    “They sure do.”


    “And do they watch a fair bit of TV here?”


    “Yes, lots of TV.”


    “Okay. And next, can he read?”


    “Yes, I’ve seen him read quite a bit.”


    Randall was mesmerised by her beautiful eyes. He briefly forgot his next question. “And finally, could I trouble you to check on your system and see if he has ever been a patient at Gladesville Psychiatric Ward?”


    “I sure can. Won’t be a minute, I’ve just got to go to the other room.” Both detectives followed every move of the confident woman as she left the room.


    Once she was out of hearing, Randall leaned back against the wall, put his arm around Hobbs’s shoulder, and gave some fatherly advice. “Big fella, I know you’re young, muscular and do all right with most young fillies, but sometimes the ladies with a bit more class are looking for a little more out of life. Along with the physical appeal, these women are looking for the intellectual stimulus that only a man who possesses strong character, weathered good looks and life experience can provide. Capiche?”


    Hobbs smiled, which gradually progressed into a chuckle, then to a fit of uncontrollable laughter. Looking up at the ceiling, he tried to compose himself, then repeated the words, “Weathered good looks,” which set him off again. He wiped the tears, which were now welling in his eyes and slowly gained control. In order to prevent a further relapse, he looked all over the room, anywhere except at Randall.


    “What?” Randall said.


    “Please don’t talk again, you’re going to set me off.”


    “Just some fatherly advice, mate, take it or leave it.”


    While waiting for her to return, Randall sat and thought about the possible psych ward connection between Nurse Florence and Cheung. He would have liked to have asked her if she knew Cheung, but knew it was too early in the investigation to do so. He didn’t want to run the risk of Cheung being tipped off.


    Hobbs looked up at the various certificates on the wall behind the desk. “She’s forty-one, boss.”


    Randall looked at her degree on display. “I guessed about that.”


    “You wouldn’t pick it, though, would you?”


    “I did.”


    Hobbs gave him a look of disbelief. “What do you reckon about this mad guy, boss?”


    Randall looked out into the ward. “Don’t know, big fella. I thought if he had been at Gladesville Hospital there may have been a slight chance he might have met Cheung, or even the victim, for that matter. Chances are that he read the same article the nurse has, and may have written himself into the lead role. Anyway, when she comes back, get all the details, then we’ll go back and do a bit of background on him and take it from there.”


    “No, fellas, Mr. Terrence McGlynn has only been here once before, for a similar problem,” she announced, reading from a folder.


    “Thanks for that,” Hobbs said. “What we propose to do is get some details of your conversation with him and his personal details. Then we will go back and do a bit of background on him and we will let you know what happens from there.” Nurse Florence handed Hobbs the file with the personal details of the patient, which he transcribed into his notebook.


    Now that Hobbs was occupied, Randall started with a little harmless chat. “So how long have you been a nurse, Helen?”


    “Oh, I’m a bit embarrassed to say, it gives my age away,” she replied coyly.


    C’mon, love, I know you’re forty-one.


    After a moment’s silence, she relented. “All right, twenty years, but I started training quite young.”


    “Well, I’ve been at this for twenty-five years myself,” he said, drawn to her beautiful bright eyes.


    “Well, they say you can’t beat experience, don’t they?” she said with a smile.


    Randall felt very much at ease talking with her. As she looked down at Hobbs writing, he quickly took the opportunity to look again at her ring finger. He was pleased to see there was no obvious white tan mark or indentation to indicate that she wore a wedding band away from work.


    When Hobbs finished his writing, he confidently slid his business card across the table and explained, “Well, this is my card, Helen, I will be in contact. If you have any further info, give me a call, okay?”


    “Well, if you are not available, do you have a card, Detective?” she said, looking innocently at Randall.


    “I sure do,” he said, pulling a card from his wallet and placing it directly on top of Hobbs’s. “Of course, you can always get me on my mobile for a little chat.”


    “Thanks,” she said, picking up Randall’s card to read, leaving Hobbs’s on the table.


    “Well, we’d better get going then,” Randall said, looking into the ward. “Any sign of Harold out there, big fella?”


    “No… I think the coast is clear if we go now.”


    “C’mon, guys,” Nurse Florence said, joining in on their fun. “Harold’s only here to help.”


    “He’s helpful all right,” Hobbs said, peeking out into the ward.


    Nurse Florence brushed past them. “I’ve got to let you out anyway. I’ll keep him away from you, so just follow me.”


    As they exited the office, Hobbs held the door open to allow Nurse Florence to leave first, then Randall. “Thanks, mate,” Randall said with a wide grin. He was ever the gracious winner.


    * * *


    On the way back to the office, Randall looked out the passenger’s side window of the car at the small businesses that lined City Road. Most of the signage was in a language other than English. Chinese, Arabic and Vietnamese businesses had popped up all over Sydney. As he looked at the diverse backgrounds of the customers walking the pavement, he thought about Karen Cheung. What did she look like these days? Where was she born? Had she been previously married?


    He thought about her whirlwind romance with the victim Briggs. She must have been very lonely or had a self-esteem issue, he thought, otherwise, why would she take up with a psych patient, and move him in straightaway? To Randall her actions did not appear to be those of a rational person in the trusted position of a nurse.


    Later the same afternoon, Randall was tidying up his desk in preparation to go home. He thought about his meeting with Nurse Florence earlier in the day and was working through how he could get to speak with her again without appearing too desperate. He thought it best he left it for a couple of days and maybe meet her for a coffee or something. He knew he had to do something otherwise he would always regret not having tried. Just as he headed to the door the land line rang. “Hello, Detective Randall speaking, can I help you?” Randall said in his most professional phone manner.


    “I think you can,” came a familiar, husky, female voice. “Hi, Detective, it’s Helen Florence from the hospital.” Randall could not believe it as he smiled widely.


    “Hi, Helen, nice to hear from you. To what do I owe the pleasure?”


    “Bob, I’m ringing because…” She paused. “We are both mature adults so it is best I get straight to the point. I think you are a very attractive man and I think we could have a great time together.” Randall smiled and even blushed a little as he walked in circles around the office with the phone to his ear. “I know it is late notice, but a very attractive female friend of mine and I are going out to a, let me say, very open-minded establishment tonight, and we were both looking for a man to, eh, accompany us both, if you know what I mean. I think you would be perfect, Bob.”


    Randall was shocked, but did love the idea of spending some time with an attractive woman or two. His busy work schedule and DL assignments meant his personal life wasn’t exactly skyrocketing at the moment. “Well, Helen, I… er… that sounds great. Listen, I am just finishing up here now, what time were you thinking?”


    “About nine P.M. I can meet you at the front of the club. We can have a few drinks, and my friend should get there about half an hour later. That way we will have a bit of time alone.”


    “That sounds great. If you could just text me the address, I will be there. I look forward to it.”


    “Well, it’s a date, Bob. I’ll see you tonight at nine.”


    Randall excitedly collected his jacket and bag, and headed out his office and down the hallway with a distinct spring in his step. As he reached the general police station, he saw Hobbs leaning on the front counter, speaking with a uniformed officer. “What’s the rush? Where are you off to?” he asked suspiciously.


    Randall smirked as he hurried past. “Big fella, you wouldn’t believe it if I told you.”


    “Wait, wait, tell me your not. Not with her,” he said with a hint of desperation.


    “Oh yes I am, it’s the quick or the dead.”


    * * *


    As Randall pulled up onto his driveway, he saw his neighbour Bill watering the garden. He walked down the drive to join his neighbour near the front nature strip. “Garden’s looking good, mate.”


    “Thanks,” Bill said proudly.


    Randall looked at the bare trench in the nature strip lawn that had been made by a motor scooter. The tyre tracks led to his mailbox, along the grass then onwards to Bill’s. The barren marks were just starting to show a green tinge of re-growth. “Looks like Trevor the postie is still sticking to his diet, eh?”


    “Yeah, he’s lost a heap of weight.”


    Randall pointed at the re-growth. “He must have, the grass is coming back slowly. It always looks better when he’s dieting.”


    “Yeah, he looks good; he’s lost about forty kilos. He’s off the pies and off the beer. Everyone’s lawn is looking heaps better now he is lighter. He was a trench digger at his heaviest.”


    Randall laughed. “Yeah, if he kept going he would’ve disappeared. We would’ve just seen his hand pop up out of the ditch with the mail. We might have had to lower our letter boxes.” Bill laughed as Randall headed back up the driveway. “Oh, Bill, can I ask a favour?”


    “Yep, what’s that?”


    “I’m going to have a very, very late night tonight, all going well,” he said with a wink. “I’ll feed Arnold before I head out, but do you mind if I send him over for a bit of company. You know what he is like when he is alone. He gets a little distraught.”


    “No problem, Bob, just send him over when you’re ready. He can watch TV with Bev and I.”


    * * *


    It was five minutes to nine and Randall found himself outside a huge, two-storey freestanding terrace house in a darkened Paddington lane in the city’s inner eastern suburbs. He had watched a number of couples walk along the darkened streets and climb the wide marble entry stairs together. The bizarre thing he had noticed was that as people spoke with the well-dressed doorman at the top of the stairs, they pulled on a masquerade mask.


    A bit edgy, but I’m up for a bit of fun tonight. I hope she brings a mask for me. I suppose my face has a bit of character to it so if worst comes to worst I may just wing it without one.


    Randall tried to work out what the soft music was, which could only be heard when people entered through the large front doors. The casement windows on the ground floor of the building were illuminated with soft lighting that shimmered almost like candlelight. As he tried to work out what was creating the light, he felt a gentle hand on his shoulder.


    “Hi, Bob, it is good to see you,” Helen said, pecking him on the cheek.


    “You too,” he said cheerfully.


    “We’ll have a great night, you’ll see.”


    He looked her up and down in her tight-fitting red dress. “You look stunning. You know, it might even be more sexy than that nurse’s uniform of yours.”


    “Why, thank you. Let’s go in and have a drink before Kaz arrives,” she said, interlocking her arm in his and leading him across the street.


    At the top of the wide staircase, they were greeted by an overfamiliar doorman. “Evening, Helen. You look a knockout as always.” She appeared to blush a little. She was no stranger to this venue.


    “You will need this, Bob,” she said, reaching into her bag and handing him a mask with feathers all over it.


    “How did you know I was a bird lover?” he asked playfully.


    “Just a lucky guess,” she said, pulling on a white porcelain doll mask.


    Randall looked up at a grand marble staircase just beyond the entry door. Masked guests chatted and swayed to the jazz music, all the way up to the first floor. As they walked to the left of the staircase, he saw many small rooms and nooks throughout the ground floor. These rooms were inhabited by all walks of life, including tigers, bears, circus performers, Batmans and Robins and so on. Up until this point, he had not seen any bird life, which made him feel quite unique.


    Hand in hand, Helen led him to the bar, which backed onto the grand staircase. On the opposite side of the bar, he could see plain white masks like the ones worn by the phantom in Phantom of the Opera. Their dark clothing made their white masks appear as though they were levitating like ghosts.


    “So they must serve spirits here,” he joked, pointing to the ghost-like figures.


    “I guess they do.” She giggled before leaning on the bar and handed her credit card over. “Can we have a champagne and a…”


    “Bourbon on the rocks, thanks,” he said, feeling a little uncomfortable about not paying. “Helen, please let me get you a drink.”


    “Don’t worry, there will be plenty of time for you to buy one later.”


    Randall watched the barmaid bend over to reach a small fridge. He could not help but notice her amazing figure, which was accentuated by a tight-fitting body stocking. Returning to the bar, she smiled. “I’ll bring it over to you, just find a spot.”


    As they left the bar, Helen looked back. “Hasn’t she’s got an amazing body? Her name is Jade and I have always had a thing for her.”


    “I didn’t really notice her body. I was too fixated on yours,” he said diplomatically.


    Helen gave him a playful nudge and laughed. “You are good, aren’t you?” Helen’s interest in women intrigued him. He was not sure what his role would be in tonight’s equation, but he was happy to share the limelight with another woman. Or even just on the sidelines as a spectator.


    Helen led him past an intimate dance floor to a small room, which faced back onto the street where he had been standing. The room had two opposing two-seater sofas with a glass-topped coffee table between them. On the walls were a series of original abstract oil paintings. Admiring the image of a naked woman eating a peach, he asked, “So this is your usual hang out, eh?”


    “Only on special occasions,” she said, taking her glass of champagne from the waitress’s tray.


    “Well, this is a special occasion, I suppose,” Randall said, holding his glass up and clinking it against hers. “We met today. Cheers.” He toasted before taking a long sip.


    As he placed his glass on the table, an over-excited high-pitched scream made him wince. “Hi, Hells.” He looked up and saw a cat had entered the room. Not just your average tabby cat, a perfect cat. Or to be more accurate, a stunning-looking woman wearing a tight-fitting leather cat suit. “Meooowww!” she purred loudly as she cracked her leather riding crop on the lounge.


    “Hi, Kaz.” Helen squealed as she got to her feet and leaned across to embrace the cat woman. Their welcoming hug soon turned to an embrace, then a long, deep passionate kiss, which seemed to go on and on.


    Randall found himself entranced as he sat there open-mouthed with bourbon in hand. He was captivated. Suddenly, he didn’t have a care in the world; the world was a happy place, no homicide investigations, no DL, no bait and no Abacus. He even momentarily shelved plans to torture and kill his nemesis Jenkins. He had a front row seat to girl on girl action and he wasn’t going to miss any of it.


    As the women finally separated, Helen looked towards Randall and extended her arm to introduce him. “Kaz, this is Bob who I have been telling you about.”


    “Hi, Kaz,” Randall said, getting to his feet with hand outstretched.


    The cat woman wrapped his arm around her waist and whispered in his ear, “You smell great.” Scratching and sniffing his chest, she headed north and gently licked his neck. He turned to jelly. It was obvious that Kaz was very much in character. Randall being an exotic bird for the night, considered the possibility that the cat may gobble him.


    “I’ve been a bad, bad kitty,” she said, whipping him playfully in the chest before handing him the crop. The cat turned away from him and seductively bent over the coffee table. Randall could see the leather pants were tightly stretched over her tight, perfect rear. She looked back at him as she leant over the table and pushed her rear closer to him. She invitingly wiggled her hips and purred. “So, Bob, what are you going to do about it?” He reluctantly gave her a few gentle taps. “No, no, I’ve been a very bad kitty, Bob.” Randall upped the tempo and snapped the crop on her backside much harder, about three times. He was a little uncomfortable with striking a woman, but was enjoying the game just the same. “Now that’s better.” She squealed in obvious enjoyment.


    Now well and truly inebriated, Randall found himself sandwiched between the cat and the porcelain doll on the dance floor. With champagne bottle in hand to top up the ladies’ drinks, he wriggled in between them in ecstasy. While dancing, both Helen and the cat woman occasionally brushed their hands over his groin. It was obvious to all three that he found this most arousing.


    The cat woman grabbed Helen’s hand and rested it on Randall’s stiffened manhood. “Shall we do something about that?” She giggled mischievously.


    Helen smiled and nodded. “I think Bob is ready, he feels big and gorgeous,” she said, giving it a gentle squeeze. Helen led Randall back into the room by pulling him along by his bulging erection, and sat next to him on the lounge. She leant across and kissed him, letting her tongue explore. Randall reciprocated after putting the bottle down and leant back against the lounge, holding her close.


    As they kissed, he felt the unmistakable tug of a hand on his zipper. The hand gently pulled the zipper all the way down, unbuttoned his jeans and unbuckled his belt, releasing his erection. He stopped kissing Helen for a second and glanced down, just to see the cat woman wrap her lips around him and swallow deeply. Randall felt her long dark hair tickle his inner thighs as she expertly sucked him. He could see her sexy back arched under the glass coffee table with her backside just poking through the other side.


    The cat woman licked the underside of his penis, forcing him back into the lounge. Whilst he thought it could not get any better, it did when Helen pushed her perfectly shaped right breast into his mouth, as if to stifle his moans. As he gently sucked her pale nipples, he looked down again at the cat woman who curiously held the riding crop up to his mouth. “Bite it, chew it. Like you want to chew me out,” she ordered. He was in no position to argue, he stopped sucking Helen’s breast and bit on the leather end of the crop and sucked it hard. “Bite it harder!” she yelled.


    Randall could taste the salty tang and feel the small bumps on the leather. He looked down at the cat woman who appeared to get off on him chewing the crop. She flashed a smile of total satisfaction before slowly resuming her masterful sucking.


    He watched Helen slowly stand up, pull up her dress, and slide her lacy panties off. Once they got to her feet, she flicked them into the air with her high heel, and with an innocent smile, asked, “How about my turn?”


    The cat instantly moved to the side and gently assisted Helen to straddle him on the lounge with knees on either side. She lowered herself onto Randall’s penis as she stared deeply into his eyes. Randall felt the warm, tight sensation of her lower lips around his erection. He looked over her shoulder and could see her eagerly riding him up and down in the window reflection. He reached around and grabbed her firm butt cheeks and helped her move up and down onto him. Wow, when I die, I definitely want to come back as a bird and get gobbled by a cat, he thought.


    


    

  


  
    

    CHAPTER 16 - INTERVIEW WITH A VAMPIRE


    


    With empty mug in hand Randall walked from the Fishbowl and smiled as he reminisced about his dalliance two days earlier. He would like to have shared the story with someone, but who would have believed it? He only hoped that his performance was worthy of a second tour of duty, but even if that was it, he could die a very happy man.


    “Boss, I’ve got an update on Digby,” Georgie G called out, walking quickly to keep pace on his way to the kitchen.


    “Don’t get between me and my first cuppa for the day,” Randall warned, gesturing him to follow. Filling his cup from the urn and after taking his first therapeutic sip, he asked, “Okay, mate, what have you got?”


    Georgie picked up a Styrofoam cup and made himself a coffee. “I think Digby is dead,” he said offhandedly.


    Randall pulled out a seat from under the table and sat down. “Hang on, Georgie G, I thought he was back at his unit. You said the lights were on. What happened? How did he go from the land of the living to now being dead as a doornail?”


    Georgie pulled up a seat opposite. “Well, the guy who’s been coming back to the unit at night was one of his freeloading friends who told us he didn’t know where Digby was. He said Digby never went anywhere without his mobile phone, and it was there at the unit. All his clothes and personal effects are also there.”


    “That doesn’t make him dead,” Randall said defensively.


    “Well, initially when we couldn’t find him, we made checks on his bank accounts. There hasn’t been any activity on his accounts, even though his social security payments are going in. Up until his disappearance, he took his payments out as soon as they were put in. He has no other form of income. That is why I reckon he is dead for sure.”


    Randall looked down at his cup. “Well, it does look a bit suspicious, but remember he is a piece of garbage. He could have ripped someone off and be living it up off the proceeds. When they run out he may make an appearance.”


    Georgie nodded, but not convincingly. “So, boss, what are we going to do from here? Do we kick off a missing person’s investigation or do we treat it as a possible homicide?”


    Randall leant back in his seat with hands clasped behind his head. “I think we shouldn’t get too carried away at this early stage. We will look at it as a missing person to start with, and if the need arises we will up the ante.”


    Georgie G fidgeted awkwardly in his seat. “Boss, there is something else I haven’t told you and I don’t think you are going to like it.”


    “What’s that?” Randall asked cautiously, sucking the coffee from his moustache.


    Georgie G pulled a small red diary from his top pocket and placed it on the table in front of him. “I found his diary in the unit.”


    Randall looked at the diary. He wasn’t sure how the innocuous book could be of any interest.


    “In the diary he says you bashed him in the toilet of the Edinburgh pub and tried to drown him in the urinal and that you’re gonna kill him.”


    Randall sipped his coffee and thought about his next move. If he admitted the bashing, he was effectively a suspect in Georgie G’s eyes. If he said nothing, he was a suspect with questionable credibility. After some consideration he asked craftily, “Well, what do you think happened, Georgie?”


    Georgie G looked out the window momentarily, then back at Randall. “Well, if you did, he bloody deserves a lot more than that.”


    Seeing that Georgie G was open to his side of the story, Randall decided to come clean. He hoped that their long association would hold him in good stead. “Yeah, Georgie, after you told me about the court matter, I gave him a touch up. But only because he was chatting up two women in the pub, and I thought he was going to get up to his old tricks and rape them. But once it was over I left him on the tiled floor, he was very much alive and that was it. That is the truth.”


    Georgie G ran his finger around the rim of the cup as he again looked out the window. “Well, boss, if he is missing and we eventually have a murder investigation on our hands, that diary there is going to cause all sorts of shit for everyone.” The room fell quiet while they both looked down at the diary.


    “Georgie, it’s up to you what happens from here on in. I’m in your hands. I can’t advise you either way. All I can say is that he was alive and kicking when I left him, otherwise how could he have made the diary entry?”


    Georgie took the last sip from his cup and threw it in the bin. Sliding the diary across the table to Randall, he said, “Boss, I am the only one who knows about its existence. But from this point on it never existed and we never had this conversation.”


    Georgie G left the room as Randall looked out into the hall before taking hold of the diary and slipping it into his jacket pocket. Getting up from his seat, he again looked along the hall before walking out. Shit… this diary has to go, he thought.


    * * *


    Later that morning, Jesse popped his head through the doorway to the Fishbowl. “Boss, you got a sec?”


    “Sure, come in, mate,” he said, waving him in.


    Jesse looked at Randall with a concerned expression. “Boss, you all right? You don’t look a hundred percent.”


    “No, I’m all right. I’ve been seeing a new girl and we had a huge night a couple of days ago. She’s been a bit of a handful, but in a good way, if you know what I mean.”


    “I see,” he said, grinning.


    “I’ve had a couple of days off but probably need a few more. I must be getting a bit old for it all,” he said with a tired smile. “Anyway, how can I help you?”


    Jesse lowered himself into the seat opposite. “Well, surveillance have not come up with anything for Cheung or Hoskings, however we do know their movements. He is currently on a job site locally, and she is working a twelve-hour block roster at the hospital.”


    “Okay,” Randall said attentively.


    “So, now that we have managed to get the listening device warrant, and have the Enmore house wired up, I’m thinking the time is right to get Cheung and lover boy in. What do you think?”


    Randall spun side on and looked towards the cactus. “Well, Jesse, we do have ongoing surveillance in place, haven’t we?” Jesse nodded. “I think it’s a perfect time to get a version from them. They are probably expecting a visit sooner or later anyway.”


    “I will make a call,” Jesse said. “See if we can get them in this afternoon. Do you want to sit in on the interviews?”


    “Sure, mate, just let me know when and I will leave this afternoon free.”


    Randall felt the outline of the red diary through the outside of his jacket. Whilst it was worrying, he needed to put the Digby issue aside so he could focus on the homicide. He was a resilient man with the ability to mentally shelve problems, so he could push on unimpeded with the next task. He was looking forward to meeting Cheung and gauging her reaction to Briggs’s death. He was also interested in seeing firsthand the dynamics of the relationship between Cheung and Hoskings. He got up from his chair and walked over to the window and looked out with arms outstretched. It will be interesting to see who wears the pants. I’m guessing she does.


    * * *


    “Have we met before? You look very familiar to me,” Karen Cheung said, extending her slender hand to greet Randall.


    Ms Cheung was a very attractive woman with dark hair that was neatly pinned up in a bun. She had pale, porcelain-like skin and a very curvaceous body for an Asian woman. The middle-aged, balding Hoskings looked totally unsuited to his younger female partner. He looked old enough to have been her father. “And you must be Peter Hoskings,” Randall said in a friendly, welcoming tone. “This here is Detective James, he is in charge of this investigation, and I am Detective Sergeant Randall.”


    Jesse extended his hand to Hoskings, and nodded to Cheung. “Obviously you both got our message from the uniformed police that we needed to speak with you.”


    “Yes, we have been thinking about what it could be about but nothing springs to mind at all,” she replied in fluent English.


    “Peter, if you don’t mind sitting out in the waiting room, we need to speak with Karen in private about a matter.” Randall spoke in a manner that gave Peter no option but to comply.


    Jesse held out his arm in invitation for Ms Cheung to follow, while Peter Hoskings was left in the waiting room near the front counter. “Will you be all right, love?” he asked in a concerned tone.


    “She’ll be fine,” Jesse said. “She’s in good hands, and she won’t be too long.”


    “Take a seat wherever you like,” Jesse said pointing to the table in the middle of the interview room.


    “Can I get you something to drink, ma’am?” Randall asked politely as he removed his notepad from his top shirt pocket.


    “No thanks, I’ve already had a coffee,” she said pleasantly.


    “How is work going for you?”


    “Well, I’m a nurse at Gladesville Psychiatric Hospital, so it is a bit challenging and busy in there.”


    “I could imagine,” he said, flicking his notebook to a fresh page and glancing over at Jesse in a signal for him to take over the questioning.


    “So, Karen,” Jesse said with folded arms. “I won’t sugarcoat this; we are here to speak with you about your ex-boyfriend Tony Briggs.” Randall looked at her for any signs of emotion. There was none.


    “Yes, Tony and I broke up some time ago; we’re still friends, though. Is he in trouble?”


    “You could say that,” Jesse replied guardedly. “When did you last speak with him?”


    “I can’t remember the day exactly; we still speak now and again.”


    “On your mobile?” Jesse inquired.


    “Yes, always on my mobile. I don’t use a landline. So, Detective, what has he done?” she asked, appearing a little confused.


    “I’ve actually got some bad news to tell you, Ms Cheung… Tony is no longer with us. He is dead.”


    Randall looked up from his notepad as Jesse, too, closely watched. And then it came. The bottom lip trembled as she covered her face with her hands. “Can I have a glass of water, if that’s all right?” she whispered.


    “Sure, sure,” Randall said, gently touching her arm as got up from his seat.


    A short time later, he returned with the glass. “There you go, Karen,” he said, placing the glass in front of her.


    Cheung took a small sip, just to moisten her lips, and sat quietly. To Randall, she appeared to be genuinely upset. “How did this happen? He is young and fit,” she said softly.


    “We’re not sure, but we were hoping you might be able to help us with a bit of background information,” Randall said.


    Cheung removed a handkerchief from her bag and dabbed her eyes. “Was he killed?”


    “We believe so,” Jesse replied carefully.


    Cheung lifted the handkerchief to her face and began to sob into it.


    “I’m sorry, I can’t help, I’m sorry,” she said as she folded the handkerchief and placed it back in her bag.


    “I don’t follow,” Randall said. “Don’t you want to help us find who did this to him?”


    “I’m too upset. I can’t talk about this. He was my boyfriend. I’m sorry. Maybe later.” She got to her feet, picked up her handbag, and rushed from the room towards the counter area where her obedient lapdog waited.


    As the teary Cheung embraced Hoskings, Randall held out his business card. “Karen, when you feel up to it, we really need some information from you. Can you give me a ring? The sooner the better.”


    “Why? What happened in there, love?” Hoskings asked. Removing her handkerchief again, she held it to her mouth, muffling her voice.


    “You know my ex Tony? He was killed. I’m too upset to talk about it,” she mumbled under the handkerchief. Ms Cheung hesitantly took the card from Randall and carelessly stuffed it into her handbag.


    “Well, if you’re too upset to give us some information, we would like to speak with you also, Peter,” Randall said, fishing for a reaction.


    Cheung looked at Hoskings and ordered, “Peter, this is very upsetting for me, we really must go. You need to take me home.” With that, Hoskings obediently jumped to his feet and held the station door open, allowing her to exit.


    “Sorry to meet under these circumstances,” Randall said.


    On his way out Hoskings turned and nodded to the detectives, while Cheung looked straight ahead without acknowledging them.


    Once they were gone, Randall put his arm around Jesse’s shoulder as they walked back to the office. “I think that went quite well, Jesse. What do you think?”


    Jesse nodded. “I think we may just have a firm suspect. She couldn’t wait to get out of here, and she definitely made sure he wasn’t saying anything.”


    Entering his office, Randall lowered himself behind his desk. “What was interesting, Jess, was how obedient he was. She said ‘go’ and he jumped.”


    “You got to look at it from his point of view, he is an average-looking guy, and to be honest, she is quite a younger, attractive woman,” Jesse pointed out.


    “It would appear that it is her way or the highway if he wants to keep her.”


    Jesse stood up and leant on the doorframe. “The murder, dismembering and dumping is too big a job for a woman working alone. If she is the offender, I think our friend Peter has some serious questions to answer.”


    “If they are the offenders,” Randall said, clasping his hands behind his head, “it will be interesting to see just how in love they really are when the chips are down.”


    * * *


    At home that evening, with beer in hand and steel poker in the other, Randall gently stoked the coals of his wood-fired BBQ. Looking around the yard, he could see the fire’s glow illuminate the weathered timber boundary fencing.


    He loved the calming, hypnotic effect that fire had on him. Putting down the poker, he pulled the small red diary from his trouser pocket. This was the first opportunity he’d had to privately read what Digby had written about him.


    Flicking through the pages to the corresponding date, he read the entry. Last night Detective Sergeant Bob Randall bashed me in the toilet of the Edinburgh Hotel. I was an innocent victim and he punched me and held my head underwater in the piss tray. I thought I was going to drown. He let me up and pushed my head under a second time. I thought I was going to die. He was angry because I got off at court. I am writing this because I think he will kill me. He is crazy and I am very scared.


    “Bloody hell,” Randall whispered. He wondered what Georgie G must have thought when he first read it. Georgie G had certainly shown great faith in him, even though he thought Digby was dead. His loyalty to Randall was unquestionable. Ripping the pages from the diary, Randall slowly fed the fire, which surged brilliantly with each sheet. Once all the evidence was consumed he watched the glowing embers as they changed colour from red to orange to yellow, then back to red again. The diary was no longer a problem for him, but with the passing of time Georgie G’s suspicions could be.


    


    

  


  
    

    CHAPTER 17 -LISTEN IN


    


    “I’m sure you will be very happy with the unit, Mr. Simpson,” the eager real estate salesman spruiked, unlocking the front door and pushing it open for Randall. After walking across the open-plan lounge room he pulled the vertical blinds apart to reveal a balcony with expansive one eighty degree views. Sliding the glass doors open, both men walked out into the brilliant morning sunshine.


    “You get great views here on the tenth floor. Looking to the south you can see Botany Bay and to the north the city.”


    Glancing down, Randall could see the large sandstone walls of Long Bay Jail. He could also see the majority of the outdoor exercise areas. “Yes, it looks perfect. Could I just trouble you for a bit of privacy for a minute while I speak with my girlfriend on the phone about the unit?”


    “Sure, Mr. Simpson, sure, take your time, there is no rush at all,” the agent said, walking back inside.


    Randall looked over his shoulder, before reaching into his jacket pocket and removing a small riflescope. Aiming at the jail, he squinted as he focused through the scope. From his vantage point he could clearly see a number of inmates playing basketball on a court. He could see just about all of the outdoor recreational area. He saw groups standing around talking, others sitting and smoking, as well as games of cards being played. Randall aimed the cross hairs of the scope onto the heads of the basketball players as they ran around the court. He easily followed their every move with the cross on their foreheads and pretended to pull an imaginary trigger. He smiled as he visualised their heads being blown clean off with each shot. Putting the scope back into his pocket, he again looked down onto the prison. This shouldn’t be too hard. I should be able to get a nice clean shot from here, I reckon.


    * * *


    Later that afternoon, Randall checked in on the listening post, which had now been up and running for a few days.


    “What do you mean we’re getting nothing on the devices? Surely there must be something? We’ve been here for almost three days now,” Randall ranted impatiently.


    “No, boss, nothing at all, not talking about the victim, not talking about us, just screwing like a couple of rabbits,” Hobbs replied calmly, pulling his headphones back on.


    Randall brushed his moustache downwards with his fingers and looked out the window towards the Enmore Road house. “What about the newspaper we left? Did they talk about the article?”


    “Nothing,” Georgie G replied. “I don’t think they even read it, the paper is still sitting near the letter box.”


    Randall shook his head in disbelief. “Maybe they can’t fucking read. What do we have to do? The story has been on the radio, the television and even the local newspaper. We even delivered the paper to their bloody letter box. Next we’ll have to send the town crier down the street to read the headlines while ringing a fucking bell.” After his frustrated outburst, he poured himself a glass of water from a nearby water jug and drank. Once finished, he pointed at Georgie G with his empty glass. “All right, Georgie, get another local paper and get it tossed against the bloody front door. Maybe if they trip over the fucking thing, they might decide to have a read of it.”


    “Sure, boss. I’ll look after it on my way home.”


    “Who is rostered on the listening post tonight?” Randall snapped.


    “I’ve just come on and I’m doing the late one again with Leanne,” Hobbs replied.


    “Well, tell Leanne to have tonight off. I want to have a listen myself, so I’ll be on it with you.”


    * * *


    The listening post was located in a small disused room at the rear of a local Catholic Church, which was across the road and a few doors down from the house which the suspects shared. It had another small adjoining room used as a makeshift kitchen. In order to use the toilet the officers had to go outside to an old style timber outhouse, which was out of view from the street.


    The church had a line of sight of the house in which the listening devices had been covertly installed while both occupants were out at work. Randall arrived at eight P.M. to find Hobbs seated in the small room with his headset on. Sensing someone had entered the room, Hobbs turned and waved to Randall. “Much on?” he asked.


    Hobbs took off his headset and turned up the volume on the loudspeaker, which allowed the live recording to be heard throughout the room. “No, but the cat’s back.”


    “What cat?”


    “You’ll see.”


    Randall took up his seat next to Hobbs and pulled on his headset. As he did, almost on cue, a loud purrrrrrr sounded down the line. Randall screwed his face up in pain as he pulled off his headset. “Shit, is that a cat or a Bengal tiger. It must be right up against the bloody microphone.”


    Hobbs broke into a snicker. “Get used to the cat, it’s been harassing us for two days. One of the devices is behind the lounge and it continually gets in behind it and purrs into the mike. It scares the shit out of me.” Both men were edgy as they waited for the next growl. “Anyway, boss, I have had a bit of time to consider the cat’s behaviour, and have put it down to two possibilities.”


    Randall turned to listen. This he did not want to miss. “Go on,” he invited.


    “Firstly, I think the cat is able to pick up the high frequency signal from the microphone and is intrigued by this new phenomenon in its home environment.”


    “Possibly.”


    “My second theory is the feline often rids itself from static electricity by rubbing itself up against various objects including furniture and the legs of humans. In this case, the cat finds the rear of this particular lounge best suits its needs.”


    “Also a very plausible explanation,” Randall said, smiling. “Excellent work, Detective. If you happen to come up with a motive and murderer in this homicide case, I would also be equally interested in those.” Randall could hear the television on in the background. From what he could gather, both Hoskings and Cheung were both lying on the lounge. “Do they have a routine?”


    “Yeah, they do, and you’re sure to hear it soon,” Hobbs said grinning.


    Randall read through the detailed log from the previous shift and saw there was no reference to the newspaper he had arranged to be delivered earlier in the afternoon. They sat silently for the next half an hour as an outdoor holiday show and various annoying commercials blared out of the television. Hobbs left his seat for a moment and went into the makeshift kitchen adjoining their room. He returned with two glasses of water and placed one in front of Randall.


    As he took his first sip he could hear someone moaning. “Oohhhh, yes, yes, that’s right.”


    Hobbs looked at him. “Strap yourself in, here we go.”


    She was certainly a vocal lover as the next half an hour was to prove. “Deeper, deeper,” she cried. “That’s right, that’s right, Pete, fuck me, fuck me,” she squealed at the top of her voice.


    Randall looked at Hobbs and tapped his watch. “How long does this go on for?” Hobbs slipped his headphones off and turned up the volume on the speaker. The moans and groans now echoed through the church, which even Randall the heathen did not feel right about.


    “To answer your question, they go for about half an hour, boss.”


    Randall shook his head. “It sounds like we’ve got a porno turned up full volume. Let’s get a coffee. I can’t listen to this much longer without being able to join in.”


    They both walked from the room into the kitchen to make coffees, leaving the loud, vocal sex session blaring through the speakers behind them.


    “She’s certainly a lively one,” Randall commented between sips.


    “She goes off like a firecracker, doesn’t she?”


    Randall waved his index finger back and forth. “Hobbs, you dirty bastard, you have sat through a few nights of this. I reckon you would have done this job for free, no pay.”


    “You’re right, it makes the job a lot more interesting,” he said, unable to hide his interest in her sex life.


    Randall took a long sip of his coffee, and then held his cup up at Hobbs. “I reckon you could give her a great shag, big fella. You’d have the inside running, you’d know all the right moves she likes, and you’d know exactly what to say.”


    Hobbs laughed. “You’re right. I’d know exactly what buttons to push and when. I’ve kept a mental note,” he said, touching his temple.


    “My real concern is that if Leanne was here, what would be the outcome?”


    Hobbs took some time to answer. “I’m strictly professional, boss, you know that.”


    “Yeah, I could imagine,” he said as he walked out of the kitchen to hear the sex session come to a crescendo, and end. “Thank Christ that’s over,” he said, pulling his headset back on. “No wonder they aren’t reading, they haven’t got any spare time for it, they’re too busy shagging. Matter of fact, I’m sure if I left a porno magazine near the door they would read it cover to cover in minutes.” Randall pulled his headphones back down onto his shoulders. “Hey, Mr. Feline Expert,” he said, clicking his fingers to draw Hobbs’s attention. “I have another question for you about the cat. Just out of curiosity, what does the cat get up to when they are getting it on?”


    Hobbs raised his eyebrows. “Don’t know, it’s like the cat disappears. I haven’t heard it at all while they’re rooting; perhaps she drowns the cat out with her screaming.”


    “Plausible,” Randall added.


    “Well, I have heard Hoskings yell when she has scratched him during sex, so perhaps she morphs into the cat when she is shagging.”


    “Good theory,” he said. “I like it.”


    * * *


    With the suspects now retired for the night, Randall reached for a deck of playing cards from his bag. “You up for a game of Euchar?”


    “Yeah, why not?” Hobbs said, pulling his seat a little closer.


    Trying to make sense of his pathetic hand, Randall said, “Well, big guy, here is a question. What sort of couple can shoot a man, cut off his head and hack him into pieces. On top of that, they go casually about life as though nothing has happened while continuing to fuck like there is no tomorrow.”


    Hobbs led with his first card, and said, “And they have shown no interest in the media, or even talked about our involvement at all. It makes you think, we may have it wrong. They may be innocent.”


    Randall agreed, perhaps they were looking at the wrong people, things just did not add up.


    “I can’t understand that they wouldn’t even discuss the dead ex-boyfriend or our involvement. You would expect even innocent people to at least talk about that,” Randall said, tossing his cards into the centre of the table.


    “Yeah, good point,” Hobbs said, gathering up the cards.


    With the suspects sound asleep the rest of the night was uneventful. Randall finished his shift at six A.M. and slid into his car utterly exhausted. He was that tired he could hardly remember the trip home.


    When he finally did arrive, he parked in the driveway and fell asleep with his head resting on the door pillar, where he remained for a good part of the day.


    He was startled as his head rocked back and forth, hitting the pillar. Squinting to adjust to the light, he looked out the window and saw his neighbour Bill had woken him up. Slowly opening the driver’s side door, he stretched his arms and yawned.


    “Sorry, Bob, I wasn’t sure whether to wake you up or not. You’ve been here for most of the day so I thought it was time to wake you. I knocked on the window, but it didn’t work, so I gave the car a bit of a shake. I hope it is all right.”


    Looking at his watch, Randall said, “Appreciated, Bill. I needed to get up about now anyhow.”


    “Jeez, Bob, you don’t look crash hot, you look like you need a beer. I got some coldies in the fridge if you wanna come over for a quick one.”


    “Thanks, Bill, but I gotta get back to work. I’ve gotta case which is taking a lot of my time. If you’ve got a spare one, I might take one to have on the road.”


    “No rest for the wicked then, eh?” Bill said jovially.


    Randall smiled and patted him on the back as he walked up the driveway. “No rest for the wicked is right, mate. I haven’t slept well in a month.”


    


    

  


  
    

    CHAPTER 18 – THAT’S MY SCENE


    


    “Folks, there is nothing coming from the listening post, so it has got to a point where we either confirm or disqualify these two suspects. If these two are involved, we need to consider where the crime scene may be,” Randall said calmly.


    “The post mortem stated that the head was severed with a combination of a slicing instrument such as a knife and a crude instrument which broke the backbone. So where do we think our victim was slain and carved?” Jesse asked, looking around the room for answers.


    “Jesse,” Leanne said, springing to life. “We know the victim’s unit is not the crime scene, and as he died from a gunshot wound, that noise, along with the decapitation itself, would just about exclude most residential areas in the inner city. I don’t think there is any possibility that Cheung’s Newtown unit is the crime scene.” Leanne paused and looked around the room to gauge the support from the others before continuing. “Hoskings is known to go on shooting trips out west, why not do him in out there.”


    Hobbs leaned forward from his seated position. “From what we can tell, the victim and Hoskings did not know each other, so how would they get the victim out there? I don’t think it is reasonable to think that a kidnapping took place, either. Anyway, it doesn’t make sense to cart a head all the way back to the city to dump in the Botany River. You would just bury the whole body out there; there would be no need to cut it up at all.”


    Leanne nodded. “What if Hoskings killed him and brought the head back as a trophy for her?”


    Shaking his head he said, “It still does not add up. Who would take that risk?”


    Randall posed a question. “So is it the case that we believe the head was severed from the body to make identification of the corpse more problematic, or do we believe that the entire body was cut up into segments to make the disposal of the pieces more manageable?” Before anyone could answer, he continued. “Well, if you think it is the latter, so that the body could be more easily disposed of when segmented, well, the Newtown unit may well hold the key. It would be bloody difficult to cart a whole body out of there without being detected, wouldn’t it?” He looked around the room and waited for a response.


    There was an extended period of silence while everyone considered what he had just offered. Finally, Georgie G spoke. “Well, I know there is only a remote chance that the Newtown unit holds any evidence at all, but for the sake of being able to exclude it from the investigation, I think we need to look at it.”


    Jesse, with marker in hand, pointed at Michael. “Mick, do we have a current phone number for Cheung’s old unit?”


    Michael reached across the desk and grabbed one of the dozen or so folders from the sideboard that had slowly been amassed since the start of the investigation. “Sure, I’ll just have a quick look.” Having found the information he needed, he jotted a number on a piece of paper and handed it to Jesse who was now seated by the only phone in the task force office.


    Jesse made the call and pushed the hands-free button with his pen, to avoid contact with the germ-ridden receiver. The call was answered by a cheerful young man with a thick Canadian accent. “Hello,” the voice boomed down the phone. “You’ve got Cole, how can I help you?”


    “Cole, my name is Detective James from Ashfield Police, and we are investigating a serious crime at the moment which may have involved the previous tenants at your unit and we need your assistance.”


    “Sure, glad to help where I can.”


    “Listen, Cole, we need to have a look around your unit this afternoon if possible.”


    There was silence. Then a nervous Cole whispered, “This is a joke, right?”


    “No, Cole, it is not,” Jesse said in a serious tone.


    “You are investigating me? But I haven’t done anything wrong, I’m just a student. I only just got here a month ago from Canada.”


    Sensing his alarm, Jesse spoke reassuringly. “No, no, Cole, it has something to do with the previous tenants. I cannot go into it for operational reasons, but we should only need about an hour in there, that’s all.” There was once again a drawn-out silence; it was obvious to all that Cole was not overjoyed at the idea of a team of detectives stomping through his unit. He’d need a sweetener. “Cole, do you like to eat out much?” Jesse asked.


    Cole was silent. Then answered cautiously, “Yes, why?”


    “Well, what is your favourite restaurant then?”


    “There are plenty of good ones around here. I-I-I like Malaysian, probably the Safari in Newtown. I have only been there once but it was pretty good.”


    Sounding more like a game show host than a detective, Jesse continued. “Well, Cole, looks like it is your lucky night. To compensate you for the inconvenience, we will give you a hundred bucks to spend as you please. Go to the restaurant, catch a movie, whatever turns you on.”


    “O-o-okay then, that sounds good.”


    “We’ll see you at home in about half an hour. Okay?” Jesse said confidently.


    “All right, I’ll get ready, see you here.”


    Jesse hung up the phone, got to his feet, and looked at Randall. “Surely he can’t think we are after him. I know we’re good guys and all, but we don’t generally ring up suspects before we do a raid on them, do we?”


    “Well, Jesse, you can be a very intimidating man sometimes,” Leanne joked.


    “That’s not true,” he protested. Randall was taken aback at his serious tone. “I was as nice as pie with him. How else could I have approach it. ‘Listen, Cole, there is a chance a man was shot, his head cut off and dismembered in this very unit in which you sleep. We want to just have a look around for evidence, blood, hair, whatever, pull out your plumbing, knock out a few walls and we will be gone’.”


    Randall was not sure whether Jesse was serious or not.


    “Jesse, how about you, Hobbs and I head out to have a look,” Randall said with hands on hips.


    “Sounds good. If it is the crime scene, we will call you others in if required,” Jesse said, heading out the door.


    Walking from the room, Leanne turned to Georgie G. “Do you reckon Jesse really had the shits then?”


    “I think so,” Georgie said. “We’ve all put in long hours, which eventually gets to you, and it is probably worse if you are at the helm.”


    As Randall walked towards his office, he thought about Jesse’s response to a simple joke. Perhaps the pressure of this job was taking its toll on him and wearing his patience just a little. Life was tough at the top sometimes.


    * * *


    As they drove along King Street, Newtown, Randall looked in each coffee shop that lined both sides of the road. All of them appeared to be quite full and doing good trade. Each café seemed to cater for different clientele. There were the cafes that welcomed backpackers with the offer of free internet service. Then there were the cafes that catered for the animal lovers with customers and their pooches enjoying each other’s company. There were the arty-type cafes, which embraced those who he referred to as the “ferals” who in his view were in desperate need of a good wash and haircut, and finally, the ones that welcomed the average middle-class families.


    As they turned off Australia Street, they zigzagged through a number of very narrow roads, which could only accommodate one-way traffic. In these streets, the streetscape consisted of mainly single and double-storey terrace buildings built in the late eighteen hundreds to early nineteen hundreds. These terraces generally shared a common wall and only had very small front yards. Finally, Hobbs turned into King Street. In comparison to the streets in which they had just travelled, King Street was more heavily populated, as the entire street consisted of older style unit blocks.


    Number twelve King Street was an old three-storey walk-up building made of old dark blue Sydney brick. The entry had an art deco feel to it, with a circular brick design above the entranceway. The unit blocks either side of number twelve were roughly the same vintage and condition.


    Reaching the third floor, Queen’s Bohemian Rhapsody blared down the hall. The closer they walked to unit sixteen, the more obvious it was that the music was coming from that unit. Upon reaching the door, Randall knocked and instinctively pushed his thumb over the door peephole.


    Hobbs looked at him and whispered, “Boss, this bloke’s on our side.”


    “Oh yeah,” Randall said, removing his thumb and feeling a little embarrassed. “Force of habit. We see more baddies than goodies.”


    Eventually the music was turned down and the door answered by a tall, thin, redheaded young man. He looked nothing like the young man Randall had expected. Jesse flicked open his wallet, revealing his police badge. “Hi, I’m Detective James, this is Detective Sergeant Randall and Hobbs, and you would be Cole?” Jesse asked, extending his right hand and shaking Cole’s.


    “Sure am.”


    “Like your music, Cole,” Randall interrupted. “I’m a bit of a fan of Freddy too, died way too early, don’t you reckon?”


    “Sure did, but his music lives on,” said Cole, looking a little more at ease.


    “Anyway, Cole,” Jesse said, getting back to business. “We just need permission to look around in the form of a signature in my notebook, and if you could just write your mobile number down underneath, I can ring you when we are finished.” Jesse removed a notebook from his inner jacket pocket, held it up against the wall, and wrote in it. Finally, after he’d finished writing, he handed the book to Cole. “Just have a read of what I wrote, and if you agree, sign underneath, then put your mobile number.” Jesse gave his pen a last shake to get the ink flowing, and handed it to him.


    As Cole read the entry, Randall deliberately removed a crisp hundred dollar note from his wallet and held it out for him to see. He knew that most students were strapped for cash and the note would help to hurry things along. As Cole read the entry, he had a quick glance up at the note, signed the notebook and handed it back. Randall slapped the note into his hand. “Well, thanks for your help with this, Cole. You go and have a good night. We won’t make a mess and we will ring you as soon as we are finished.”


    Cole disappeared back into the unit, turned the music off and grabbed a backpack. As he made his way out the door, the detectives brushed past him in single file. Once inside, Randall found himself standing in the lounge room of a modest single bedroom unit. The lounge room was part of a larger open-plan area, which also consisted of a dining room and open-planned kitchen. There was a small window in the kitchen above the sink, and a larger hopper-style window, which was on the same wall at the junction of the dining room and kitchen.


    The flooring throughout the unit consisted of large soft grey-coloured tiles, with the exception of the kitchen with its bright ivory-coloured vinyl flooring. As he walked down a small hall towards the bedroom, he saw a linen cupboard on the left. Continuing into the only bedroom, he saw a built-in wardrobe on the left and the entrance to the en suite to the right.


    He walked back out and joined Hobbs and Jesse in the sparsely furnished lounge room. “This won’t take very long, boys,” Jesse said. “We’ll start here in the lounge, then dining, kitchen, before heading into the bedroom.”


    Randall could see that Hobbs’s attention was elsewhere, as he stared at the dining room wall. “Big fella, you with us?” he said, clicking his fingers.


    “Oh yeah, sorry, boss. I was just looking at the walls. The paint looks pretty new and it has that smell, like the joint has had some sort of reno.”


    Jesse looked around and agreed. “Yeah, the owners might have done the place up between tenants, you know, so they could raise the rent.”


    They began their systematic search of the lounge room, which contained a dark brown corduroy lounge and a beige-coloured entertainment unit. The entertainment unit was a base for a small silver stereo system and small black television. On the floor in front of the lounge, was a charcoal coloured rug, which was about six feet squared.


    Jesse moved the lounge away from the wall and said confidently, “It doesn’t matter how well they try, if this is where he met his end, there would have to be something left behind.”


    Randall looked at Jesse. “You’re not gloved up, Jess, there could be all kinds of bacteria in here. Are you going to take that chance?” Randall turned to face Hobbs to hide his smile. He could hear Jesse fidgeting in his pocket, and heard the slap of rubber gloves being pulled on. He turned to Jesse and gave an approving nod. “Much better, Jess.”


    All three detectives methodically searched all surfaces in the room for evidence. After a ten minute search and having satisfied themselves that the room held no clues, they moved into the adjoining dining area.


    Once again they divided up the room and searched together. Hobbs started at the wall to the north, which included the hopper window with a Venetian blind. Randall searched the eastern wall, which was a common wall shared with the neighbour at number fourteen, and Jesse searched the floor and ceiling. The only furniture in this room consisted of a small wooden dining table with two matching wooden chairs.


    Hobbs started his search at the window and studied each blade of the venetian blind very closely. After finishing with the blind, he pulled the cord, which raised it up to the pelmet. With the window now in clear view, he used his torch to carefully check the window frame and glass.


    “How you going there?” Randall asked.


    “No good so far,” he said as he pulled the cord that allowed the blind to fall again to its original position. Hobbs looked up at the high pelmet and asked, “Jesse can you pass me one of those chairs please, mate?” Jesse picked up a chair and walked it over to him. Hobbs placed the chair under the window and climbed up. As he did, he steadied himself by holding the window frame. With his head now above the pelmet, he shone the torch on top. Carefully moving along the pelmet, he stopped midway. “Could have something here, guys.”


    They both looked up. “What have you got there?” Randall asked, standing on his tiptoes to get a better look.


    “There are some small red spots on top of the blind here, could be blood. Have a look, see what you think.” Hobbs got off the chair and handed his torch to Randall as he climbed up.


    He shone the torch on the top of the blind and could see about a dozen small red spots. He crouched down on the chair and looked at each blade of the blind. He saw they were quite clean, not even dust had settled on them. “Could be,” he said, getting off the chair. “Looks like the blades have been cleaned, but they may have missed up top.” Randall got off the chair as Jesse jumped up to inspect the blind. Randall looked down at the shiny new vinyl flooring. “For blood to get up there, there must have been some serious action going on pretty close. I say we have a look at this flooring next.”


    Hobbs bent down and found a loose section of vinyl flooring where it met the tiled floor. He slowly peeled it back away from the tiles, under watchful eyes. Underneath the new flooring, there was an older vinyl floor, which was a dirty yellow in contrast to the new ivory-coloured one. As it was rolled back further, a number of small randomly spaced cuts were seen in the old flooring. The cuts were quite fine, as if made with a very sharp blade.


    Hobbs rolled back the flooring further. The further he rolled it back, the longer and deeper the cuts became. Having now rolled back the flooring about a metre, Hobbs stopped to allow closer examination. “Just step back a minute,” Randall asked. When all three detectives moved back, they could see that on and around the cuts the old floor appeared to have dark circular smudge marks, like it had been poorly cleaned.


    Jesse looked down at the cuts in the flooring, then up at the blind which was almost directly above. “Do you reckon that…” He stopped when he saw the others nodding. They were all thinking the same thing. This could be it.


    “If it did happen here, it’s pretty ballsy,” Jesse said, looking at the common wall. “There’s a neighbour about five metres away on the other side of that wall, and neighbours in the block next door who can hear and see straight in here.


    As Hobbs continued to roll back the flooring towards the kitchen bench, the faint odour of bleach was released. The further he rolled the flooring back, the stronger the smell got. “Almost there,” he announced, approaching the kickboards. Rolling up the last section, the scope of the floor damage could be seen.


    Randall walked around the outside of the flooring, staring at the scores of cuts, trying to decipher their meaning. He combed his moustache down with his fingers as he studied the floor under the window. He knelt down and saw that six marks were different in appearance to the others. They looked like puncture marks made by the point of a sharp object rather than by a slicing motion. The marks were deeper than the other cuts and had to have been made with greater force.


    He got to his feet and again circled the flooring, staring, like a lion sizing up its prey. This has got to be it. This has got to be the crime scene.


    Jesse looked around the kitchen benches. “Boss, if they didn’t go to the trouble of getting rid of the flooring, there may be other evidence left. We’ll pull out the stove and have a look under the benches.”


    Randall nodded. “Yeah, looks as though they were a bit careless, even amateurish.” Hobbs carefully rolled the new flooring back over the old, to preserve it. He and Jesse then grabbed each side of the oven and slowly walked it out of its space between the benches.


    As they did, Randall leant over the bench and shone the torch into the space it had left. He could see the old yellowish flooring, but no blood. “No blood under the stove, but I’m pretty sure there is a gap near the floor. I should be able to shine the torch in behind the kickboards from in there.”


    Hobbs and Jesse walked the stove out further, which allowed Randall to get behind it. In a crouched position on his knees, he pushed the torch through the gap under the stove. As he did, he immediately felt wetness on the back of his hand. He pulled his hand with the torch out and saw thick red congealed blood dripping from his knuckles and the end of the torch. “Fuck me,” he said, wiping the blood onto a tea towel he found near the sink. Once he’d wiped it off, he got down again and this time shone the torch from outside the gap. He saw that pretty much the entire area under the kitchen cupboards was covered in thick blood. The blood had taken on a crusty black appearance on top, but his gouge had uncovered a rich red colour beneath. “We’re on a winner, guys,” he said, walking over to the sink and putting his bloodied torch inside it. “There’s plenty of claret under there, looks like it’s been missed in the cleanup.”


    Randall walked out of the kitchen and joined Jesse and Hobbs in the tiled lounge room area. “Boss, tell me you’re gonna wash your hands,” Jesse pleaded, backing away from him.


    “No time for that,” Randall said, holding up his hands which were tinged in red.


    Jesse reached into his back pocket and handed him a small packet of disinfected wipes. “Use these. I can’t work with you with a dead guy’s juice all over you.”


    Randall wiped his hands to keep the peace. “Hobbsy, can you get onto forensics and tell them we need a murder scene processed as soon as possible.” Throwing his wipe into the kitchen bin, Randall ordered, “Big fella, ring them, no press.”


    “How about we leave the kitchen, we know what’s gone on here. I’m interested in the bathroom, they had to get rid of a lot of blood somehow,” Jesse said, walking down the hall.


    Randall followed him through the room and into the en suite. The bath was located on the opposite wall to the entry door. The basin was to the left with a small window above it. The toilet suite was on the wall immediately to the left as he entered. Jesse walked straight for the bath, leant over it and looked down the drain. “Nothing here,” he said, pulling himself back up off the bath. “Could you please pass me that toothbrush there, will you?” Randall picked up the solitary blue toothbrush from a cup on the vanity and handed it to him.


    Jesse leant down to the floor grate, and using the end of the toothbrush, forced it into a hole in the small round grate and levered it from the drain. Under the lip of the grate, he saw a ring of blood and some short hair, which had been protected. “There we go,” he said pushing himself back up.


    Randall leant over to inspect the find. “I’d say plenty of him went down there.”


    “Looks that way.”


    “Jesus it must have been a hell of a mess in this small unit,” Randall said, leaving the grate off.


    


    As they walked back down the hall they were met by Hobbs. “On the way, boss. One hour.”


    “Thanks, mate,” Randall said, looking out the kitchen window at the opposing unit block. “I cannot believe no one over there heard or saw anything.” He slowly turned and looked around the whole unit. As he did, he imagined how Briggs was slain in the unit.


    Cheung had called the victim to arrange for him to pick up the last of his belongings, however, her intention was to get him back, one way or another. The victim was not overly keen to meet with her, but to keep the peace agreed to come over and quickly gather his things.


    When the victim arrived, the music was turned up very loud. It was obvious to him that she had been drinking heavily. She invited him to sit on the lounge, where they chatted pleasantly. She offered him a drink, however he declined.


    As she sipped on her wine, she moved closer to him, but he pulled back. She tried to kiss him, but he was having nothing of it. As far as he was concerned, it was over. Her demeanour changed, she became angered at the rejection. She demanded to know why he ended the relationship. “You are fucking another girl, aren’t you!” she screamed.


    Briggs denied it, as his thoughts turned to leaving.


    “I bet she doesn’t have this!” she yelled, pulling up her dress to reveal her vagina. “Or these!” She lifted her dress higher and squeezed her two firm pert breasts. Please come back to me. I will be good.”


    The victim told her again it was over, and that he had moved on. Now enraged, she reached under a pillow in the corner of the lounge and grabbed a loaded pistol. With the weapon firmly in her grip, she stood up and levelled it at his head.


    He laughed at her initially, as if it was some sort of joke, but when he looked at the end of the barrel and saw that it was quivering, he knew it was no joke. He looked above the gun and could see her furrowed brow. Fearing for his life, he instinctively raised his arms above his head and pleaded to be spared. She now had all the power. She was in control, and she liked it.


    Under the cover of the loud music, she coldly mouthed the words, “Fuck you, Tony, you don’t deserve me,” as she slowly squeezed the trigger.


    The impact of the bullet initially forced his body backwards against the backrest of the lounge. His limp body then bounced forwards, and slid down the lounge and onto the floor. Warm blood immediately streamed from the wound above his right eye as his head lay facing down in a rapidly expanding pool of red cranial blood. With a look of satisfaction she said, “You had it so good, Tony. Look at me, who doesn’t want this.” She traced the outline of her hips with her free hand.


    Cheung sat back down on the lounge, still with the gun in her hand. She stared at the opposite wall, emotionless, as she waited for the last of the song to finish. Once it did, she downed the last of her wine, calmly placed the gun on the lounge next to her, walked over to the stereo and turned it off.


    Walking over to the victim with a smile of total satisfaction, she turned him over so he was now face up with his eyes wide open. She dragged his limp body by its feet over to the kitchen floor, leaving a wide smear of blood trailing behind. She walked back into the lounge room, reached under the same pillow and picked up a large hunting knife.


    Walking back to the kitchen, she drew the large knife from its leather sheath and dropped the sheath on the ground. With knife in hand, she walked over to the bleeding victim and knelt down beside him. She reached over to the oven door and took hold of a tea towel, which she neatly draped over his open eyes.


    Raising the knife with both hands high above her head, she plunged it deep into his neck, causing a stream of bright red blood to spray onto the adjacent wall and window.


    Randall stopped momentarily, as he thought about the similarities between his analysis of the scene and his mother’s death. Was he just rehashing her final moments? He was not entirely sure as he continued to visualise the murder of Briggs.


    With the blood spurting from the neck, it became obvious to her he was still alive. She panicked and plunged the knife in and out of his chest violently. Her panic caused the thrusts to become more and more frenzied. As she drove the knife into the rib cage, it twisted in her hand as the wide steel blade worked its way between the ribs. Some of these thrusts were done with such force, the knife went through the whole body and exited through the back, leaving deep marks in the vinyl flooring.


    Up until this point, everything appeared clear to Randall, just like he was a witness to it. His imagery ended as soon as it began. What had occurred from that point on was almost incomprehensible, and definitely couldn’t be done by a woman acting on her own. Beyond the slaying, he could not see Cheung disposing of the body by herself. She had to have had help. Help from someone whose love for her was so desperate, he would look beyond her heinous crime for her affection. It had to be Hoskings.


    * * *


    After a full day at the scene, Randall was beat as he flopped down at his desk, reached down for the bar fridge and pulled out a beer. He was satisfied with finding the crime scene, and tomorrow morning they were going to get Cheung’s current location from the surveillance team and pounce on her. As he sipped on his beer, he looked out into the general office; everyone had gone except Hobbs who was sitting at his desk working. He heard a beep on his black mobile phone and saw that he had received a text from Helen, which read: Detective, I’ve been a very bad girl and I need to be punished, what time do you finish today? Helen XXX.


    Randall replied, Five P.M.


    A return text came. See you soon.


    Randall thought this was a little unusual as she had not been to his workplace before, but with Helen being quite adventurous, he never knew quite what to expect. This was what he liked most about her.


    Sipping on his beer, he watched as Hobbs got up and walked down the hall towards the front counter. Not long after he left, he looked up to see Helen entering the detectives’ office, being escorted by an obviously smitten uniformed constable. “There is the Detective Sergeant,” the constable said, holding the office door open for her.


    Helen was still dressed in her nurse’s uniform, which instantly aroused him. “Hi, Bob, where are all the guys,” she said, looking around the general office. “I was hoping there would still be some around, you know, to make it a bit more exciting for us,” she said, licking her lips.


    “You must have been parked outside when you texted. You are a very bad, bad girl,” he said, waving his finger at her.


    “Yes, I wanted to surprise you.”


    “Well, to answer your question, we’re not alone, there’s one other detective here. You remember Hobbs? He just stepped out but he’ll be back in a minute.”


    Helen walked around the table, sat on Randall’s lap and wriggled her tight rear into his groin. She turned to face him and pushed her lips against his firmly. She pecked his cheek and worked her way around to his ear. “I’m so, so horny, fuck me, Detective, right here on your desk. I’m a very bad girl.”


    Randall came alive. Hearing Hobbs’s footsteps returning, Helen looked towards the hall before lowering herself under the desk, between his legs. He looked up to see Hobbs enter the main office, and at the same time felt a tug as his zipper was pulled down. His penis was now free and was being gently stroked. He fought to maintain his best poker face for Hobbs.


    “You finishing up soon, boss?” Hobbs asked, unaware of their visitor.


    Randall felt the warm sensation as Helen sucked his length deep inside her throat. He tried hard not to outwardly show the absolute pleasure he was now feeling. “Just got to tidy a few loose ends here, champ, before I go,” he said, leaning back and squinting.


    Helen continued to suck him at a feverish pace, and at the same time dragged her long nails along the underside of his testicles. Randall forgot where he was and let out a loud moan, which was audible in the general office.


    “Did you say something, boss?” Hobbs asked.


    “No, mate, no. Just yawned, I’m a bit tired,” he replied, looking down at Helen who had stopped for a second.


    She pushed her finger over her lips, “Shhhhhhhhh.”


    Randall was so keyed up he wanted her there and then on the desk. “Listen, big fella, why don’t you head off, I’ll lock up here,” he said desperately.


    “Are you sure, boss?” Hobbs said, clearing off his table.


    “Yeah go, mate, I’ll see you tomorrow.” Randall and Helen sat silently while they waited for Hobbs to finish tidying up and leave. Pulling her up from under the desk, he ordered, “Now you’re mine.” He reached over to the venetian blinds to his office and forcefully pulled them closed.


    He walked over to Helen and roughly unzipped the front of her uniform, allowing her two lace-covered breasts to fall out. Tugging her bra down, he desperately sucked on each nipple, making a loud primal slurping noise. “Now bend over the desk. You say you need a lesson, well, I’m going to give you one you won’t forget,” he ordered in an authoritive voice.


    Helen pushed his chair aside with her foot, pulled herself face down onto the desk and raised her firm rear invitingly into the air. She turned around to see the half naked Randall sizing her up from behind. “Fuck me, Officer,” she whispered.


    Randall pulled up her dress aggressively, which exposed her firm G-string framed ass. Pulling the string aside, he gently rubbed the head of his penis up and down her moistened slit. She moaned and wriggled against him with each up and down stroke. He could not take it anymore, so he firmly grabbed her ass, and pushed just the head of his penis inside her, and teasingly thrust in and out.


    “Give me more, deeper,” she cried as she tried to thrust against him.


    He showed great restraint and fed a little more inside her. As he did, he instantly felt a warm, moist sensation, which sent a shiver through his body. “You want a little more?”


    “Yes, more, more,” she cried, trying to thrust against him for deeper penetration. Helen reached back to try and grab him to pull him in deeper. As she did, pen holders, photo frames and folders fell off the table and onto the floor.


    He reached under her and firmly squeezed her breasts as he thrust, which seemed to excite her more. Feeling close to climax, he withdrew from her and gently coaxed her off the table. Picking her up, he sat her on the edge of the desk to face him. Helen laid back, so her back was on the keyboard and her head resting against the computer monitor. Once again he entered her, this time he gave her the whole length.


    “Oh my God!” Randall thrust deeper. The keyboard she was lying on let out a series of little chirps. His thrusts had such purpose they drove her hard up against the monitor. He reached up and held her breasts, and pinched her nipples hard as he thrust. She reached forward, and sank her long fingernails into his rear, then pulled him closer to get him deeper inside her. “Fuck me harder, fuck me harder,” she cried, pulling him back and forward in a frenzy.


    * * *


    An hour later an unkempt Randall trudged from his office. His tie was roughly stuffed into his top shirt pocket and his shirt was unbuttoned to halfway, showing off his shaggy chest. Reaching the car park, he tossed his jacket and bag into the car and smiled to himself. Helen certainly made life interesting for him and was a welcome distraction in his life.


    


    

  


  
    

    CHAPTER 19 - CHEWING THE FAT


    


    It was early morning the next day and Randall and Jesse were outside the modest Enmore house shared by the suspects.


    “Looks like she is home and probably alone. Surveillance was spot on,” Jesse said, undoing his seatbelt and looking up the driveway at the poorly maintained small Mitsubishi Colt.


    “Today will not be her day,” Randall said, energetically bounding from the car, feeling fresh after a good night’s sleep. He glanced across the street at the old church building. No one in the street would ever have picked the small, nondescript building would be used by police to spy. Randall had often used churches as locations for listening posts. A handsome donation to most places of worship, more often than not sealed the deal.


    Jesse pushed on the old wrought iron gate, which opened to the path that led to the front door. The gate let out a loud a high-pitched squeal. “Jesus, Jess,” Randall said, shaking his head. “Well she knows we’re here now, I’d say.” Randall led the way along the short path before stepping onto the verandah, and quietly tiptoed over the timber floorboards. Pressing his ear to the solid door, he listened. Jesse looked at him for feedback. “Can’t hear anything,” he said softly.


    “Might as well just knock, eh, boss?” Jesse suggested, while straining to see through the sheer curtains of the front window. Randall gave three loud raps, causing both detectives to instinctively part to either side of the door. If she was armed, they didn’t want to give her a clean shot. Jesse pulled his jacket to the side, revealing his sidearm, which was clipped to his belt.


    “Karen, it’s Detective Randall and James, we need to speak with you.” There was no answer as they waited patiently for a few minutes.


    “Do you want me to go around the…”


    Randall, with ear pushed against the door, said, “No, mate, I can hear someone coming now.”


    The door swung open, and before them stood Cheung, neatly dressed in a short floral dress that rode just above her knees, showing off her shapely legs. She looked so innocent. It was impossible to imagine she had murdered and butchered a fellow human.


    Looking lovingly at Randall, she said, “Why, Detective, I’ve been expecting you. How have you been keeping?”


    Randall was puzzled. What is it with this sheila? And why is she being so friendly towards me? A little lost for words, he finally managed to speak. “Karen, can we come inside? We need to speak, and I don’t think it is something you want your neighbours listening in on.”


    “Sure, come in,” she said, as if she didn’t have a care in the world. Both detectives followed her down the hall. The light shining through the glass door at the end of the hall showed off the silhouette of her feminine figure through the thin material of her dress.


    At the end of the hall, they turned left and entered the lounge room. Randall looked around the room but could see no sign of the pesky cat that had harassed them at the listening post. “Please take a seat,” she offered, gesturing to the three seater lounge under a double hopper window.


    Both detectives looked at each other; there was no way they were going to sit, they had both heard what happened on that lounge. “No thanks, we’re right,” Randall replied. “But you might want to take a seat as we have some pretty bad news as far as you are concerned. We’ve been to your old unit.”


    Cheung sighed and slumped in the armchair. She appeared resigned to the fact that she had been found out.


    “Anyway, at your unit we saw where you chopped him up. We saw the cuts in the flooring. We found a lot of blood under the kitchen cupboards and in other places. We’re here to take you in,” Randall said without sentiment.


    Cheung sat silent for a moment, then her demeanour went immediately from helpful to disrespectful. “Took you guys long enough, didn’t it, eh?” she teased. There was a long silence while she thought about what to say next. “I did everything for him, and he dumped me.” With that, she ran her hand down her thigh and slightly lifted the hem of her dress. “He dumped this. He gave this up, can you believe it?”


    Jesse raised his eyebrows while Randall looked coyly around the room, at anything but her.


    Jesse walked towards her. “Anyway, Ms Cheung, you are under arrest for the murder of Tony Briggs. You are not obliged to say anything unless you wish to do so, but anything you do say will be recorded and may later be used in evidence. Do you understand that?”


    Her demeanour changed again to helpful. “Matter of fact I do have something further to say, Detective.” Randall now formed the view that this woman was absolutely loony. “Are you guys interested in evidence?”


    Both detectives nodded. “We’ve got all the evidence we pretty much need, but if there is more on offer, we’re interested,” Randall said, hoping for the family’s sake that the location of the remaining body parts would be disclosed.


    “Now, now, now, Detective, the evidence I am about to give you has been right under your nose and you never had a clue, did you?” she said condescendingly.


    “All right, show us,” Jesse ordered impatiently. Cheung got to her feet and walked back down the hall with both detectives now following a lot closer than before. She turned right into the master bedroom at the front of the house and walked towards the bedhead. Reaching across the bedhead, she pulled something off the post. Pushing it against her face, while looking at Randall she said, “Remember this, Detective, when you fucked me?” Randall was now face to face with the cat from the swingers’ joint. “Meow,” she purred as she pulled it off her face and spun it around her finger.


    Jesse glanced at Randall. He looked lost.


    Randall was stunned, speechless. His passion for shagging had got him again. As he stared at the mask that spun on her finger, it triggered very, very uncomfortable thoughts. Christ no. I can’t believe it I’ve screwed the bloody murderer. Cheung quickly reached under her pillow, which caused both men to react.


    Jesse, obviously fearing she was reaching for a weapon, grabbed her wrist and held it firmly. “What do you think you are doing?” he asked, pushing the pillow aside with his free hand. Underneath the pillow lay a small riding crop with a brown leather end. He held it up. “What were you going to do with this thing, teach us a lesson?”


    Cheung stared at Randall while she spoke with Jesse. “Take a closer look, Detective…” she ordered. “This… is evidence.” Jesse held the whip up and studied it. He looked along the polished wooden handle and finally at the broad leather strap at the end. The strap was made of dried tanned skin with bumps and hairs on it, just like dark human skin. “Shit, is that human?”


    Randall felt a sickly feeling in his stomach. Surely it couldn’t be. He turned his head and looked away from the whip, trying to overcome the need to vomit. He ran his fingers through his hair as many bad thoughts entered his head. What had he done?


    His mind searched. He remembered the night at the club seeing the cat woman slowly unzip the front of her tight black outfit, revealing two firm full breasts. As she pushed up against him on the lounge, she pushed his head between her breasts. She pleaded with him to bite down hard on her nipples. As he chewed, she moaned.


    She gently pulled away from him teasingly and stared deeply into his eyes as she reached down with her left hand and stroked her vagina. Watching on, he was captivated; with her right hand she raised the crop and put it into his mouth. “Lick it this time,” she demanded. “Lick it like you want to lick me.” Still staring at the feline stroking herself, he was helpless. He licked the crop, over and over. He remembered the salty taste of it… Shit. The more he licked, the greater her arousal. “More, more, that’s it, that’s it!” she yelled taking pleasure in his depraved act.


    Randall detached from his appalling memory to hear Cheung calmly announce, “I told you, Detective, it was right under his nose. I kept a little symbol of my love for Tony. It’s his dried scrotum, and it’s just yummy, ask him.” Randall watched Cheung giggle and lick her lips as she pointed at him. From Jesse’s look he knew there was merit to what she had said.


    Randall’s world was now spinning as he stared at the hysterical Cheung. Everything seemed to be in slow motion, but strangely enough, he couldn’t hear her laughing, he could just see she was from her facial expressions. He could see that Jesse looked totally dumbfounded. He now felt totally humiliated and helpless, feelings he had never felt before.


    Jesse removed his handcuffs and firmly pushed them onto her wrists to gain control of the situation, before leading her away. A paralysed Randall trailed slowly behind, a wrecked man. As he reached the garden, he could not get the thought of the human whip out of his mind as he knelt down, moved his tie to the side and vomited in a planter box. Reaching for the garden hose, he rinsed out his mouth and spat the residue from his mouth into the garden bed. He remained there, crouched down, for a few minutes while the others waited in the car for him.


    The drive back to the station with the offender in the back was a very quiet one. Randall knew he owed Jesse an explanation. He wanted desperately to tell him what had happened, but would have to wait for a quiet moment to do so. The reality was that Randall was a victim of circumstance, it could have happened to anyone but it didn’t make it any more palatable.


    Now that the detectives were on a roll, they couldn’t stop. There was more work to be done, and Peter Hoskings was the next to be rounded up.


    Back at the station, Randall looked into the bathroom mirror as he splashed water on his face in an attempt to wash away the terrible thoughts. It didn’t help. With the refusal of Cheung to be interviewed and her subsequent charging out of the way, the job was only half done. Hoskings needed to be interviewed and Randall needed to focus. After wiping his face with a towel, he looked into the mirror and slapped his face. The shock of the slap reprogrammed him. He had now moved on. All was forgotten and he was now ready to continue.


    * * *


    The construction site was a hive of activity. As they approached on foot, they caught sight of the top of Hosking’s head as he dug a trench on the left hand side of the property.


    Stopping at the chain wire safety fence, Jesse called out, “Peter, we need to speak.”


    Hoskings looked up from the ditch, and upon seeing the police, cursed. With shovel in hand, he walked over slowly as the other tradesmen looked on. From their interest, they all knew the jacks had arrived. Reaching the fence, he put the shovel down and held onto the fence by poking his fingers through. The sight of him behind chain wire fence looked fitting. “How can I help you, guys?” he asked, wiping the sweat from his brow.


    “We’re here to take you in,” Jesse said directly.


    “What for? I haven’t done anything,” he protested.


    “We know about the unit, Peter. Now this can be easy, or you can make it hard for yourself, your choice,” Randall said firmly.


    Hoskings looked over his shoulder towards the site supervisor. “I’ve got to go for a while, Brad. Shouldn’t be too long, okay?” The site supervisor nodded. The detectives watched as Hoskings walked over to the house, collected his things and walked dejectedly around the fence. He would have known he wouldn’t be returning.


    * * *


    Hoskings looked quickly up at the two detectives sitting opposite, then fixed his stare back down to his fidgeting hands. The entire room now stunk of his sweat.


    “Well, the ball is firmly in your court,” Randall said, looking down at his hands. Hoskings took a deep breath and sighed, the weight of the world on his shoulders. Randall glanced across at Jesse before once again looking at the prisoner. “She says you did it, you know. She says you were really jealous of her ex, so you shot him. Then you asked her to help you get rid of the body.” Randall stopped to gauge a reaction, as Hoskings remained silent. Randall could see that he was weighing up his options. “She says she knows nothing about guns, definitely doesn’t know how to shoot one, or load one, for that matter. She says that you love guns, have them at home and love shooting them.”


    Randall glanced over at Jesse, it was time for a change. “From our point of view,” Jesse said slowly and deliberately, “it doesn’t look good for you. Have your say now, because she is hanging you out to dry.” Jesse paused. “Do you really want to do twenty-five years for this crazy sheila? If you do, she must be the fuck of the century,” he said, quickly glancing at Randall with a hint of a smirk. There was another drawn-out silence.


    “All right,” Hoskings said, looking up at Randall. “I’ll tell you what happened, but I didn’t kill him. I helped clean up her mess, but it wasn’t me that killed him. It was that mad bitch.”


    “It is very important that you are truthful in what you say, Peter,” Randall said calmly. “If you are found to have lied you will be charged with murder and will do serious jail time.” Randall waited for acknowledgement.


    Hoskings nodded. “I understand.” Fiddling with a paperclip he’d found on the desk, he blurted out, “But you know what… I loved her, she had a spell over me, I would do anything for her. She made me feel special, she was very sexual.”


    “I imagine she would be,” Randall said, deliberately avoiding Jesse’s smirk. “But, Peter, it’s time to look after number one, because that’s what she’s doing right now. She is looking after number one, which is definitely not you.”


    * * *


    The end of a hectic day was closing, with both Cheung and Hoskings charged and processed. Cheung had been placed in a holding cell at the station, whilst Hoskings had been transported to jail to prevent collusion.


    Randall thought about his dalliance with Cheung. There were a number of questions, which troubled him. Firstly he didn’t know what Helen’s role was. She had asked him a couple of times how the investigation was going, which may have been a play to get inside information about the case. Then there was the threesome, which could have been an elaborate way of also getting to him.


    His thoughts also turned to the victim Briggs. Perhaps he too was involved in the group sex thing with Cheung and Helen. Perhaps he was killed to satisfy some sick perversion. This scenario made him particularly uneasy as he could have become the next victim.


    These thoughts aside, Randall had some unfinished work. He had been busting at the seams to give Jesse his side of the Cheung story, but they had been too busy. Seizing his opportunity, he called from his office, “Jesse, you got a second, mate?”


    Jesse walked into the Fishbowl and sat opposite his desk.


    “I want to clear things up about Cheung.” Jesse nodded. “I fucked her.”


    “I thought so.”


    “You know that nurse Hobbs and I went to see about that info from the psych ward?” Jesse nodded. “Well, I’ve been seeing her and she took me to some swingers’ joint where everyone was dressed up in masks. I didn’t know it was Cheung. She was dressed as cat woman, she looked tasty and we had a threesome.”


    Jesse smiled. “Are you fair dinkum, boss?” he said, laughing.


    “Unfortunately I am, Jesse. She gave me a cracking good blowjob too. I’ve always been a big fan of Batman, even as a kid, so a good-looking sort dressed as cat woman was my ultimate fantasy. I never stood a chance.”


    Jesse looked out the window and laughed. “Why don’t these things happen to me?” he joked.


    “As mind-blowing as it was, well, well, it puts me in a bit of a situation now,” Randall said in a serious tone.


    “It won’t come out in court, she’ll plead guilty, we’ve got too much on her,” Jesse said, trying his best to be upbeat.


    “Aside from that,” Randall said, supporting his head with his right hand. “I’m worried that Helen could be involved. It may have been a setup to find out more info about the investigation. Then there is the victim Briggs. He might have been in the same threesome situation but obviously with a different outcome to my experience.”


    Jesse leaned back in his chair and raised his eyebrows. “Shit, didn’t think of that. Well, cat woman is still in the cell, why don’t you a have a little chat with her, off the record, and see what she says… she obviously likes you.”


    “Yeah, yeah, smart-ass,” Randall joked. “I’ll have to do that before she gets taken away in the van.” Randall stared at the pen he twirled between his fingers. “Are we right with the Cheung thing then? I mean, you know, the screw I had with her. What I mean is, you know it wasn’t something I planned and knew about, don’t you?”


    Jesse smiled. “I know, I know.”


    Randall reached down to his bar fridge, retrieved two stubbies of beer and cracked them open. He passed a beer to Jesse and took a huge scull of his until it was finished. “I’ve got to get rid of this terrible, terrible taste in my mouth.”


    Jesse’s face contorted as he thought about what Randall had just said. “Boss, who says the whip she used that night was the same one?”


    Randall knew that Jesse was trying to make good of something that was very, very bad. “You’re a good man, but it’s just the thought, mate. I would recommend the threesome thing to anyone, but as a rule, I would try to exclude psychopaths.” Randall got to his feet. “Anyway, I’ll go and see what this mole in the cells has to say.”


    Jesse sipped on the last of his beer, tossed the empty bottle in the bin and smiled. “You gonna take a bottle of wine and chocolates with you?”


    Randall turned as he left the room. “The romance is over, mate. I like ’em adventurous, but I have to draw the line at murderers.”


    Jesse got up from his chair, smiled and shook his head as he followed Randall from the Fishbowl. “One day I want to be you.”


    * * *


    Randall opened up the heavy steel peephole door to the cell and slammed it a couple of times to arouse Cheung. She looked a very solemn, lonely sight lying on the thin mattress in the corner of the bare cell.


    “Karen, Karen, wake up. It’s Bob here, just got a question for you.”


    Cheung slowly rose from her bed and stretched her arms out as she walked towards the cell door. “Oh hi, Bob… you back for a bit more action? I’m not doing much here, so we could get it on. A bit of jail cell action would be really nice right now.”


    “No thanks, Karen, no more action for me. I have had enough big surprises for a day. So do you want a smoke?”


    “Yeah, that would be great, Bob,” she said pleasantly. Randall walked over the custody officers’ desk and got a packet of cigarettes and lighter from the top drawer. He removed a cigarette and handed it to Cheung. He lit the end for her, then lit himself one. Whilst he did not ordinarily smoke, it sometimes made prisoners more at ease and talkative if he got on their level and smoked with them.


    “So what do you want to know, Bob?”


    “Helen… Where does she fit in? Was our little threesome a setup or what? To the layman it looks terribly coincidental that the officer investigating a murder is fucked by the murderer.”


    Cheung blew smoke upwards in a smug fashion. “You’re the big Detective Sergeant, you’ll have to work it out for yourself.”


    “Did you and Helen have a threesome with Tony Briggs?” Randall inquired.


    Cheung laughed out loud, blowing smoke upwards. “Well, let me just say we must have had a soft spot for you, Bob, we let you live.” Cheung took a last drag on the smoke, laughed again, and threw the butt onto the ground at her feet.


    Randall was now enraged as he threw the remainder of the cigarette on the ground and firmly ground it in with his foot. It was obvious Cheung was not going to be of any assistance to him. He stepped back from the cell door, unzipped his fly and pulled out his sizable penis as Cheung looked on. With penis in hand, in an offering gesture, he said, “Get a real good look at this handsome prick, love. Where you are going, you’re not going to see one of these for at least twenty years.”


    Cheung looked at him, lost for words.


    “And when you do get out, you’ll be that old and beaten that you probably won’t get another cock, at least not one of this quality,” Randall crowed as he glanced down at his penis in utter admiration. Looking back up at her, he continued. “So it makes me feel all warm and fuzzy inside to know that the last cock you got to see in your miserable life was mine. So get a really good look at it before I put it away.” Randall, in a teasing motion, ever so slowly and gently fed his length back into his trousers and slowly zipped up his fly.


    Cheung yelled hysterically from the cell, “You are a fucking asshole! You are a dud fuck anyway. I’ve had much better than you, and so has Helen.”


    This was music to his ears as he smiled, turned and walked away. “Ta, ta, Karen, I’ll be waiting for you when you get out,” he sang as he waved over his shoulder on his way out of the cell complex.


    Still smiling as he thought about Cheung’s reaction, he walked along the hall just as Georgie G was showing an elderly couple out through the inquiry counter. “Boss, you got a sec?” he asked with a sobering look.


    “Yeah, mate, I’ll wait here for you.” Randall leaned against the wall and looked up at the ceiling. What the bloody hell now, he thought. As Georgie G returned, he pushed himself off the wall and said, “Who was that with you?”


    “Digby parents. We’ve got to talk.”


    Randall’s face lost all expression. “Well, it’s best not to talk here. It’s almost end of shift, how about we meet down the pub in half an hour and we can talk about it there.”


    * * *


    Randall sat at the bar of the Marlborough Hotel sipping his schooner of beer at a private corner table. It had certainly been a very hectic day, and it wasn’t over yet. He looked out into the bustling street. Georgie G had seemed quite concerned at the station, so he presumed there were some decisions to be made about the Digby investigation.


    He watched Georgie G hurry along the pavement and skip up the steps into the hotel. Randall held out a full glass of beer he had bought for him earlier.


    “Thanks, boss,” Georgie G said, taking a mouthful before sitting down. “What a bloody day.” He leaned back in his seat with arms draped either side.


    “Well, what have they got to say for themselves?” Randall asked.


    Georgie G took another long sip. “Digby’s parents reckon he is definitely dead. They wanna know what we are doing about it. They think we’re not doing enough.”


    Wiping the moisture from the table top with a cardboard coaster, Randall said, “Well, the only person we have to justify our actions to is the coroner. If our actions are in line with his expectations, everything is fine.”


    “When do you reckon we need to look at it as a murder investigation, because it may become unreasonable to treat it as a missing person when there is a fair bit of evidence to the contrary.”


    Randall watched a large group of workmen enter the pub, then his attention was back at Georgie G. “Listen, Georgie, are you completely okay with your earlier decision with the diary?”


    “Of course. I know you would have touched him up, but I also know you wouldn’t have killed him.”


    Randall nodded. “I’m only asking because it was never my intention to put you in this situation. You know that.”


    Georgie G nodded, then looked over his shoulder. “There is something else, boss.”


    “What?”


    “The parents know he had a diary and wrote in it religiously, they want to know where it is. They think that if he left the mobile phone and his personal effects at the unit, the diary should definitely be there.”


    “Well, obviously they are bloody wrong,” Randall said sharply.


    “They haven’t said as much but they reckon we should’ve found the diary when we did the initial search.”


    Randall tapped his fingers on the table top. “We’ll give it another week, Georgie, see if he turns up. There is still a chance he is out there. If we hear nothing we will treat it as a homicide.”


    Georgie looked relieved. “Okay, sounds good.”


    “But we don’t really have to go hard at it, do we? What I mean is it’s a bloody good result if he is dead, isn’t it?”


    Georgie G again appeared concerned. “I agree, it would be a good result if he were dead, boss.” He paused. “However, my real concern is that the coroner and family would expect us to have made inquiries at his local hangout, which you know is the Edinburgh Hotel.”


    Randall looked up at the ceiling. “Shit, the CCTV.”


    “That’s right, that pub is full of poker machines so it has cameras everywhere and they have to keep footage for a few months.” They took a sip of their beer in unison. Leaning a little closer, Georgie G said, “You just let me know how you want it run and I’ll do it. I know the family are going to push for more to be done and they’ll probably go to the press if they aren’t satisfied.”


    “Let’s just see what happens over the next week, mate. Any repercussions from the Edinburgh Hotel I will have to deal with myself. They are my issues to sort out, not yours. I’m just going to have to take whatever is coming my way.”


    Getting to his feet, he patted Georgie G on the shoulder and winked at him. “Cheer up, mate, we’re detectives, this is what we do, it’s character building.”


    Georgie raised his glass and could not help but smile. “Nothing worries you does it, boss?”


    Randall flashed a smile. “When you see me worrying, it’s definitely time for you to start.”


    Randall skipped out onto the busy street and rushed past the oncoming pedestrians. As he negotiated the busy pavement, he thought about how staunch Georgie G had been. Renowned for his indecisiveness, he had underestimated how strong and reliable he would be in a questionable situation.


    


    


    


    


    


    CHAPTER 20 – BY GEORGE


    


    “What’s da matter, my Georgie? You don’t look so good, and why you no eat,” his concerned mother Anthea asked in her heavy Greek accent.


    “He must be sick. Don’t you think, Mama?” His elderly grandmother seated opposite was doing her best to chew the diced up food with her pearly white dentures.


    “Your mama is right, Georgie. You don’t look so good,” she said, squinting to get him in focus.


    “Everything is all right, don’t worry. I just have a stomach bug that’s all,” he said with a calming gesture with his hands.


    “I told you he was sick,” his mother said, dabbing his forehead with a tea towel.


    “Stomach bug, mum, not fever. I’ll be right,” he said, gently pushing her hand away.


    Georgie looked down at the lovingly made lamb dinner in front of him. He couldn’t eat. He did feel sick to the stomach, but it was through worry. While outwardly he had shown Randall he was in control and solid, the truth was he was shitting bricks. Big bricks.


    “I’m going for a lie down,” he said, getting to his feet and rubbing his mother’s shoulder. “Thanks for dinner, Mum, I will take it to work tomorrow.”


    His grandmother looked over her glasses. “I go to see Doctor Campo tomorrow, Georgie. You come with me and he will fix you.”


    “I’m right, I’m right,” he said, trying to be polite.


    His mother looked lovingly into his eyes and clasped her hands on her chest. “You might have sickness in your heart. I think it’s time. I think maybe you need a girlfriend, Georgie.”


    George turned to hide his smile. Here we go, the matchmakers are at it again, he thought.


    “What about Cynthia from the church, Georgie? She is good girl. Good girl, Georgie,” his grandmother called out as he headed out the kitchen.


    “I live with two women, I don’t need another,” he muttered on the way to his bedroom.


    Georgie lay on the bed looking up at the ceiling. He had been worried sick for weeks. His worry coincided with his decision to hand the diary over to Randall. The indictments of the offences he could be convicted of played over in his head. He had even started to plan his own defence.


    Accessory after the fact, murder… eight years hard labour. Pervert the cause of justice… six years hard labour.


    His worry was pointless. He was committed. He had chosen team Randall. His career, his life and reputation were now in his hands. While he was confident Randall had not killed Digby, the bashing and threat did take place uncomfortably close to his disappearance. Once he had handed over the diary there was no turning back. He hadn’t asked Randall what he had done with it. He didn’t need to. The diary would have been destroyed. Randall did not take chances. Digby was a piece of crap so his demise was not a concern, however, the possible fallout from his death was. Now with the interference from the Digby family, and the loose end of the CCTV footage, the pressure would be on Randall. Georgie’s only saving grace was that he knew his boss was both tough and extremely loyal. There was nothing anyone could say to him to break him, and he knew that his boss would always keep him protected. Notwithstanding this he shouldn’t have been concerned. But he was.


    


    

  


  
    

    CHAPTER 21 – CUT HER LOOSE


    


    Later that evening, Randall sat on his back porch of his home with a beer in hand, staring at his overgrown backyard. His hectic double life meant that he never managed to get on top of the gardening. His life was chaotic at the moment. He was tired, run down and longed for a long vacation with his kids.


    He looked down at his ever-faithful dog Arnold, seated at his feet with his ears pricked up. “At least the overgrown garden makes every day an adventure for you, Arn,” he said softly, patting his loyal companion on the head. Arnold wagged his tail energetically, appreciating the attention from his master.


    Randall leant across and poured a mouthful of beer into his empty dog bowl. “Let’s have a quiet beer together, Arn, it’s been a very hectic bloody week, mate.” He reflected on the week’s events to the tune of Arnold slapping up the beer with his tongue.


    Amazingly, he had moved on from the mummified scrotum affair, which would have finished off the average man. Digby, however, presented a new set of challenges. All in all the week’s trying events really paled into insignificance for him when he thought about his true calling, his work for DL, and the pursuit of the evasive Jenkins. This was perhaps why he so easily moved on from times of torture and torment. Aside from his kids, nothing else in life was nearly as important.


    Looking out into the darkness, he thought about life after Jenkins. His whole existence was geared to eliminating him. His sole motivation in life was to eventually torture and kill him, but what then? Noel had given an assurance of freedom from prosecution, but he wondered how his life would change when Jenkins was gone. He thought about the high-rise unit he had inspected. He was confident he could kill him with a clean shot from the balcony, however, death by sniper would only feel like a job half done. Jenkins had to suffer first and Randall needed to be present. He’d always envisaged looking him in the eye as he drew his final breath and the long-range option took this away. The sniper scenario could also negate his mental illness defence. All the preparatory steps he would have taken to plan the assassination would definitely count against him when the courts considered his mental state. Jenkins stood in the way of his fairytale ending. He knew his best chance of survival was in jail, so he wasn’t going anywhere. He still had to consider the offer of assistance from DL. If DL did kill him this would take away any semblance of revenge. He took a long sip from the beer bottle. With no other option I may just have to be content with popping him in the exercise yard myself, and take whatever is coming. I can’t wait forever, and his little games to avoid release have to stop.


    His mind turned to Helen. This was also an issue of personal pride. If she was involved in some way, it would be a shame as he had genuine feelings for her, and it was not every day these feelings were aroused in him. “We’ll find out more about Helen soon,” he said, patting Arnold on the head. Arnold was quite a good judge of character and the only time they had met he appeared to be quite smitten with her. “First job tomorrow, Arn, I will find her.”


    * * *


    It was early the following morning when Randall was onto the first task he had promised Arnold. “Is this the Royal Prince Alfred Psych Ward?” he enquired with the receiver wedged between his chin and ear.


    “Yes, it is Detective Sergeant Randall here. I wanted to speak with Helen Florence, please… I see… I see, okay, that’s interesting. Thanks for your help, anyway.” Randall hung up the phone, spun around, and stared out his window. She had disappeared. As he thought about his next move he was interrupted.


    “Hi, boss, have I got you at a bad time?” Hobbs enquired.


    “No, mate, come in.” He sighed. “I suppose you’re about to ask about Cheung and me?” he asked, still looking out the window.


    “No, no, not at all. What about Cheung and you?” Hobbs asked, sounding a little lost.


    “You’d better take a seat, because I have something to tell you. I might as well get it over and done with now.” Hobbs eased himself into the vacant seat. Swivelling around in his chair, Randall announced, “I slipped one into Cheung.”


    Randall watched for a reaction from Hobbs. Hobbs knew Randall was a little unorthodox at times, but it looked like this came as a genuine shock to him. “You slipped one into Cheung?”


    “And she was outstanding,” he added.


    “Boss, you’re having a lend of me, right?”


    “Big fella, I’ve never been more serious. But it was an honest mistake.”


    “How did it happen?”


    “Well, our friend, Nurse Florence, our attractive nurse… surely you remember her?”


    “Yeah, she’s hard to forget.”


    “She invited me out that night after we met her.”


    “Right,” Hobbs said cautiously.


    “Do you remember when you stopped me as I headed down the hall on my way out?”


    “Yeah, I remember. I knew you were up to something that night.”


    “Well, she took me out to some swingers’ joint for a threesome with a friend, who ended up being Cheung. Everyone was wearing masks, and Cheung looked super hot in a cat mask and outfit. So we got it on. Then when we arrested her she let the cat out of the bag… so to speak.”


    “Right,” Hobbs said, appearing a little unsure.


    “There are a few more minor details, but I think it is best we leave them for now. Anyway, the reason I am telling you is that it is reasonable to expect that Helen may be involved in, or at least, set the meeting with me up on behalf of Cheung.”


    “Hang on, hang on. Did you say she was in a cat suit?” he asked, pulling his chair in closer.


    “That’s right. She had a cat mask and a tight-fitting black leather cat suit on.”


    “That’s interesting,” Hobbs said, nodding his head slowly.


    “What’s interesting? I don’t follow.”


    “Right, it all makes sense now. She is one cunning bitch.”


    “What makes sense now?”


    “You remember at the listening post, when Cheung and Hoskings were shagging?”


    “Yes, it’s hard to forget… I have thought about that a bit.”


    “Well, when they were at it, do you recall the cat would disappear?”


    “Yes, that’s right, there was no cat when they were getting it on.”


    “And I bet when you went to the house to lock her up, there was no cat to be seen.”


    “You’re right. You know, I specifically looked for it but I couldn’t see one,” Randall said, now having a clearer understanding of what Hobbs was getting at.


    “And, I bet there was no cat bowls and I bet she wasn’t worried about a pet cat when you took her away.”


    Randall shook his head. “The cunning bitch… she was the bloody cat.”


    Hobbs chuckled. “No wonder they didn’t talk about the murder, she was onto us. And the crazy sheila was playing games by purring into the microphone.”


    Randall ran his fingers through his hair, a little embarrassed that he had missed the connection. “And they didn’t give a shit about reading the papers, for the same reason.”


    Randall sat dumbfounded; Cheung was a lot craftier than he had given her credit for. She was also a lot crazier. “So the whole screaming sex sessions they were just staged for us to enjoy,” Hobbs said.


    “I’m afraid so, my large friend. The thing is, I think the whole cat charade was put on for me,” he said, leaning back in his chair.


    “What do you mean?”


    “I think it was a clue to let me know that she was the cat I shagged at the swingers’ joint, and I missed it,” Randall said with raised eyebrows.


    “Well, don’t beat yourself up over it. How could anyone think that a woman is crazy enough to pretend to be a cat into a covert police microphone?”


    Randall pushed the keyboard aside and folded his arms on the desk. “Anyway, my large friend, the issue now is how does Helen fit into it all. I’m not sure whether she set up the whole thing so Cheung could get info from me, or if it was an innocent mistake and they were just fuck buddies.”


    “I see,” Hobbs said.


    “I called the RPA psych ward today and they told me Helen has taken off and she cannot be contacted. They sent someone to her unit and it is also empty. She has just vanished, so, under the circumstances it is probably better that someone else tracks her down.”


    “So you want me to try to find her?” Hobbs asked helpfully.


    “Yeah, mate, as a priority. Then we’ll be able to establish if she was helping Cheung. I will speak to Jesse and let him know what is going on.”


    “No problem, boss,” Hobbs said, getting up to leave.


    “What did you want me for anyway?”


    “Umm, I wanted my shot at the title. The ribs are good now, and you said you would put up the title,” he said, ducking and weaving an invisible opponent.


    Rolling his shoulders back while putting on a brave face, Randall said, “Sure, I’ll give you a shot at the title. When are you thinking? Next week?”


    “How about at lunchtime today? I’ve got my gear with me. Have you got yours in the locker?”


    Everyone knew Randall kept his gym bag in the locker at work, so he was cornered. “Yeah, I’ve some gear in the locker. You want to take on the champ, let’s get it on,” Randall said, feigning enthusiasm.


    “Great,” Hobbs said eagerly.


    Randall watched Hobbs’s huge frame squeeze through the door opening. Shit, this is going to hurt.


    * * *


    Instead of a hearty lunch, Randall soon found himself on the receiving end of a pummelling at the Police Boys Club.


    “You all right, boss?” Hobbs asked, reaching down to help up a very sore, dazed and tired opponent.


    “I’m right,” he barked, picking up the bloodied mouthguard that had been dislodged by a huge fist. Randall crawled on hands and knees to the corner of the ring, where he awkwardly pulled himself up the ropes like a drunken spider. He was stubborn and determined, but today he may have met his match. He felt his jaw was swollen on one side and he was a little giddy, but wanted to fight on. He held his gloves up and peered over the top as Hobbs advanced. He was not going to go out defending, he was going to go out swinging.


    He summoned the last of his energy and ran towards Hobbs, throwing a flurry of left and rights. Hobbs seemed to sense that he was going for a knockout and joined him punch for punch as a flurry of arms filled the ring. With no energy left to defend, the flurry became a tit for tat affair as they both took turns at punching each other to the body and head. Eventually they slowed down so much that the recipient had time to ready himself for the oncoming punch. With each hit they staggered, then prepared to return fire.


    It was now a battle of attrition as they were both completely exhausted. Taking a huge swing, Hobbs hit Randall with all he had, which sent them both falling to the canvas. Lying face up, Randall rolled onto his stomach and crawled towards the ropes on his hands and knees. Even though he was in pain he wanted to be first up to claim victory.


    Getting to his feet first, the giant stood there swaying, holding his arms up in triumph. He held out his glove in an offer to help Randall to his feet. “I’m right. I’ll get myself up,” Randall growled as he slowly got up, spat out his mouthguard and put his gloved hand out to shake the victor’s. “Way too good today, big fella.” He puffed, totally breathless.


    “But the tag of underdog sits better with me anyway,” he said, beaming through swollen, cut lips.


    “You’re a pretty tough guy, big fella. I threw everything I had at you.”


    Hobbs looked at Randall. “I’m not the tough one. If I’m going as well as you are at your age I will be one happy man. That could have easily gone either way.”


    Squeezing through the ropes to leave, Randall felt pain from the top of his head to the soles of his feet. He had been beaten every which way, but somehow, it was what he needed at the moment and he enjoyed it.


    * * *


    It was now late in the afternoon as Randall prepared to leave for the day. He moved his jaw side to side with his right hand to self-diagnose a possible broken jaw, but everything seemed to be in the right place. His jaw did have an annoying click to it, but he was sure that it would pass over time. Thankfully, the newspaper fairy had paid him a visit and left the day’s afternoon edition for him. He wasn’t sure who the fairy was, but he was most appreciative.


    Flicking through the paper, he skipped over the stories aligned to politics and the economy. At page five his attention was drawn to a small article headed, Man sought in connection with overdose death. He read through the article, which detailed how a man with either a Scottish or Irish accent was wanted for questioning in respect of a recent overdose. The printed story outlined in detail the outcome of their last DL assignment.


    Randall folded the paper in half and read the article again, hoping the content would change. But it didn’t. Closing the paper, he thought about the wider repercussions this had for him and the organisation. If a thorough investigation took place, they would look at hospital records to see if an overdose patient was admitted. And when they found out that an ambulance not far from the fatal overdose scene collected Irish, he would be easily identified.


    Randall’s concern was that with some well-directed pressure applied, Irish may well cave in and tell all. He knew there was no time to reminisce or reflect. His time had come. Pulling the phone from his pocket, he quickly typed the text message. Change the bait. Taking a deep breath, he firmly pushed the send button. Once sent, he exhaled loudly and slumped back into his seat. Sliding the phone back into his pocket, he glanced at the newspaper article. Irish was no longer an issue for him or DL.


    After a long afternoon in the office, Randall’s head pounded. He reached for the jar of Panadol in his top draw and washed down two tablets with water. He sat silently and waited for the tablets to take effect. He knew why he had the headache. His life was bedlam. He thought about the problems he was facing in order of consequence. Digby’s disappearance only ranked first due to Georgie G’s involvement. Next was his frustration at not being able to prove Helen’s involvement one way or another, and finally and most recently he felt a little down about parting ways with Irish. He craved control in his life, especially at work, but now felt like he had lost all control. There were too many loose ends.


    As he slid into his Mercedes to go home, he threw his jacket and briefcase on the passenger’s seat. Often, when he felt down, music was his saviour. Putting his hand into the glove box like a lucky dip, he pulled out an arbitrary cassette and pushed it into the player.


    A loud solo piano instrumental filled the car. When he realized what song it was, he laughed. The song’s title, Feelin’ All Right by Joe Cocker was more than ironic. With Irish’s warm blood still congealing on his hands, he definitely wasn’t “feelin’ all right” at the moment and the lyrics pretty much summed up the whole sordid affair with Helen and Cheung. Still, he loved the song.


    He tapped the steering wheel and sang loudly in time with Joe as he pulled up to a set of lights. He looked in the adjoining lane and saw an elderly female motorist was laughing at his performance. He gave her a wave, and continued singing. He didn’t care.


    He turned the sound down and nodded in time with the music as he thought about the lyrics. He couldn’t believe how fitting they were to recent events.


    As he cruised through the city he thought about his role in Irish’s demise, which also made him consider his own mortality. He wondered what would happen when DL thought he had reached his use by date. And what about Noel? When he went, what would happen to him? Was there a succession plan? All he knew was that he could never quit as he was in too deep.


    * * *


    Once home, he again found himself on the back deck with beer in hand, looking up at the stars. He was not his jovial self this evening. The end of Irish still did not sit well with him, especially since he had put himself in such peril to pull off the last assignment. It would be fair enough if he had played outside the rules, but to kill him over a good job did not seem fair. Even though Irish was just another crook, Randall liked him. He had character. Feeling like a chat, he flipped opened the silver phone and sent a text. Randall. Can we talk?


    Sipping on his beer bottle, Randall watched the phone until it vibrated on the table, lighting up the dark verandah.


    “I was expecting a call from you,” said Noel. He credited chats with Noel for keeping him from going insane a number of times, such was his cross to bear. He was certain if there was no Noel, he would either be a total drunk or twirling his shirt buttons with Harold at the local nuthouse.


    “So he had to go, eh?” Noel asked with a hint of sadness to his voice.


    “He was drawing too much attention, they were looking at him.”


    “My boy, you did the right thing by everyone. He has been sorted out.”


    “Yeah, I know, but he did a really good job on the last assignment. The poor bastard was forced to inject the gift, it almost killed him, but he lived and still managed to kill the target. This termination in particular just seems a bit unfair, if you know what I mean.”


    Noel paused. “You know how it works. If it gets too hot we have to do what we have to do. We have to keep changing the bait; our assignments are bigger than any individual. We have to keep focusing on the main game.”


    “I know this is the only way,” Randall said, appreciating the importance of what he was being told.


    “You know you have been chosen because you are able to cope, you are tough, ruthless and uncompromising. You are what you are because of animals like Jenkins.” Randall felt instant anger at the mention of his name. He momentarily forgot what the topic of conversation was.


    ”You know the importance of protecting others, and you know what a huge difference you are making. In generations to come, society will owe you a great debt. No one will know what you have done, but you will know what you have done.”


    There was a brief silence, before Noel asked, “Is there anything else you want to talk about?”


    Randall still did not feel right about Irish’s demise, but that wasn’t something he wanted to harp on about with Noel. “No, Noel, that’s it.”


    “Okay then.”


    “Thanks for the talk. I won’t keep you any longer, no doubt I’ll get the details for the new bait in the next few days and we’ll get back on track, eh?”


    “That’s right, chin up, and never lose sight of how important you are to the organization. Now get plenty of rest and look after yourself.”


    “Speak later.”


    Randall walked into the house, down the hall and into his son’s bedroom. From the doorway he watched Tim peacefully sleep. They had come over for a last-minute visit, which was nice. He looked around his room at the various Liverpool United soccer posters, rugby posters, and saw he had recently acquired a poster with a bikini-clad girl that had been given pride of place on the wall opposite his bed. He was growing up fast. He walked over to him and patted his head gently, then quietly left the room and headed down the hall to his daughter’s.


    Her room looked like a pink castle with frills, bows and dolls. He walked over to her bed and gently kissed her on the forehead. This is why my work with DL is so important, they need a good future, he thought, quietly closing the door behind him.


    * * *


    The next morning he sat and chatted with his children over breakfast. “What’s happening at school, honey?” he asked his daughter.


    “Well, at the moment we are looking at vocabulary and how words are related.”


    “Okay, that’s good, honey,” he said with a smile. “Words are important.”


    Jane rolled her eyes. “Well, Dad, we are looking at things such as anagrams where words are jumbled to make another word. There are even words that are a mirror image of themselves, like dog, which makes god, and pat, which makes tap.”


    “All right that is quite interesting, sweetheart.” He looked at Tim. “What about you, big guy, what have you been up to?”


    “The usual, Dad, you know, sport and that.”


    “He’s got a new girlfriend,” Jane interjected.


    “Is that right, mate?” a surprised Randall asked.


    Tim gave Jane the evil stare. “Thanks very much,” he growled.


    He smirked at his son. “Tell me all about her, mate, and don’t leave anything out. If you do, I’m sure my daughter over there will fill me in,” he said, smiling at her.


    After dropping his kids at school, he was again back in the office. Now that Hobbs was tasked with finding Helen, he could now concentrate on the other aspects of his chaotic life. Jiggling his leg under his desk, his thoughts again were directed to the Digby matter. While he didn’t give a crap about Digby’s demise, he did care about Georgie G’s welfare. Now with the added pressure from the Digby family, he needed to keep an eye on him and provide him with some support and reassurance.


    He thought about the disposal of the diary, which was the only evidence tying him to the missing Digby… or was it?


    Swivelling in his chair, he looked up at the shelf that housed the small moleskin-covered book. It too contained Digby’s name, however was definitely not as damning as the diary. Leaning back in his chair, he reached up, separated the folders with his fingers and coaxed the small book out. Opening it up on his desk, he read down the list of seven names until he got to the final one, Kel Digby. But something was different. His name had been crossed out with the black pen, just like the others. “What the f…” he whispered. There was no doubt in his mind that Digby was dead. So the simple black line that had mysteriously appeared in the list now took on a more sinister meaning.


    Rolling his chair over in front of the computer monitor, he placed the book next to the keyboard. Starting from the top of the list, he punched in the details of the first name in the book. Jamie Dickson. Born two ten nineteen seventy-two. As the police profile appeared on screen for Dickson, the words, “Missing Person,” flashed prominently at the top left corner. Randall quickly punched in the second name in the book. Clem Georgiou, born three seven nineteen eighty-one.


    Once again the words, “Missing Person,” flashed in capital letters. A now deeply troubled Randall looked up at the ceiling. This can’t be a coincidence. These crooks aren’t all missing, they’re all bloody dead. Someone is knocking off all the people I have listed. He looked out into the office and watched his team busily going about their business. Jesse and Hobbs talked near the task force office. Leanne and Georgie G were at their desks taking statements from witnesses, but Sheik was nowhere to be seen. He asked himself the question; but who is doing this?


    To confirm his suspicion, he punched the remaining names into the database, finishing with Kel Digby who Georgie G had posted as a missing person. All seven were reported missing. Looking out into the office he whispered, “They’re all dead; the black line means they’re gone, killed.”


    He carefully studied each of his staff. He couldn’t imagine any of them capable of murder. Maybe it was someone else, maybe a cleaner, or a public servant at the station, but not one of mine, surely, he thought, trying to deflect the possibility that he worked shoulder to shoulder with the killer. Whilst he hadn’t sanctioned what was occurring, the reality was the murderer was only taking out the garbage for him.


    He closed the small book, looked out into the office to ensure he wasn’t being watched and slid it back in the same place, between the folders. He wasn’t sure what to do with it, but he certainly didn’t want to tip off the killer by removing it. His primary concern was the unwanted attention this could generate for DL and himself. He didn’t want to raise it with DL until he found out more. It had to be business as usual until he decided what his next move was to be.


    Later in the afternoon he was in the Fishbowl enjoying his eighties music on his beaten and terribly uncool clock radio. He looked up to see Jesse at his door. “Come in, mate.”


    Looking at the old clock radio, Jesse smiled. “Nice tunes. You really spare no expense when it comes to your music, do you?”


    “What’s wrong with it? I’ve had it for about ten years now, and it still does the job.”


    “Look at it; it’s got paint and crap all over it.”


    “Yeah, I take it home when I’m doing renos, it’s quite versatile.”


    Jesse nodded his head to the beat of the music. “You’re big on your eighties, aren’t you?”


    “Isn’t everyone?”


    “You know, with your busy lifestyle you should go for a bit of calming music, maybe a little classical stuff. It helps me to relax when I get out of here.”


    “Classical music, are you fair dinkum?” Randall asked, a little shocked that Jesse had a shred of sophistication about him.


    “Yeah, I was going out with a girl who was right into it. She used to play it all the time and I got hooked. I’ll bring some in for you if you like.”


    “No, no, mate, thanks for the offer, but I am a meat and potatoes man when it comes to my tunes. You can keep that fancy stuff to yourself.”


    As they discussed the brief of evidence against Cheung and Hoskings, Randall found himself looking at Jesse with some suspicion. He was no longer sure who to trust in the office. The black lines had really rattled him. “Now the fun begins,” he said, leaning back in his chair.


    “Yeah, as they are both bail refused they want me to serve a mini brief of evidence in the next fortnight.”


    “Well, the background and police ones are pretty straightforward. You might have to ride the forensic guys, though, with their workload. I don’t think two weeks will be enough,” Randall said, trying his best to be positive.


    “And they really are the important ones,” Jesse said, rocking back in his chair. At that moment, Hobbs appeared in the doorway.


    “Well, if it isn’t the giant. Fee, fi, fo, fum. Come in, Hobbsy,” Randall called out merrily. Randall watched as Hobbs entered the room.


    Surely it couldn’t be the giant. He’s a bible basher. But he is a big strong bastard with a quick temper.


    “I hope I am not interfering or anything,” Hobbs said apologetically.


    “No, no, you’re right,” Jesse said. “We were just talking about serving the brief for the lovebirds.”


    “Well, I have some news on Nurse Helen.”


    “Go ahead,” Randall said, hoping for the best.


    “She has gone O.S.”


    “O.S? Where to?” Jesse inquired.


    “She has gone to Vietnam, on a one-way ticket.”


    Randall sat silently. “What are you thinking about, boss?” Jesse asked.


    “There is no extradition treaty with Vietnam,” he said, raising his eyebrows.


    “Well, I didn’t think about that, but you know it is a pretty popular destination these days. It may be nothing.”


    “But to travel to a country with no extradition treaty on a one-way ticket is very sus,” Jesse added.


    “It just gets fucking better and better,” Randall said angrily.


    “Listen, boss, I’ll ring the jail, see if we can have a chat to Hoskings about Helen, he might just give us some more info,” Jesse offered.


    “Okay,” Randall replied, looking out the window. “But don’t rely on Helen’s innocence or guilt on the fact that the lovebirds didn’t talk about her at the listening post.”


    “Why not?”


    “Because they were onto us,” Hobbs said firmly.


    “How do you know?” Jess asked.


    “Long story, but we are sure she was the cat purring into the microphone. Cheung does not own a cat, there was no cat bowl at home when we arrested her, and she was dressed as a cat when I rooted her. So she was onto us and was playing her crazy games at our expense.”


    Jesse shook his head. “For real.”


    “Yep, it appears that way.”


    “She is mad as a hatter.”


    “Anyway, Jesse,” Randall said, “I’m thinking we leave the big fella with the job of tracking down her whereabouts through Interpol. It is still a loose end that we need to tidy up.”


    “Yep. I agree. Hobbsy, you right with that?”


    Hobbs nodded. “Leave it with me.”


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    CHAPTER 22 – INNOCENT AGENT


    


    Randall arrived very early the next day for good reason. He wanted to determine if there was a remote possibility that the cleaners who maintained the detectives’ office could be responsible for the black lines. He hoped that someone other than one of his own detectives was the culprit. Rounding up the non-English speaking male and female Chinese cleaning team, Randall coaxed them into the Fishbowl and sat them down.


    “You cleaners are not to clean my office again, do you understand?”


    They looked at each other totally dumbfounded. He tried to explain again in his best broken English with nonverbal gestures. “You two… no cleanie here… no more… you understand… yes?”


    Smiling and nodding the cleaners sprung to their feet madly dusting and wiping his office.


    “No, no, stop,” he called. It was no use. “Bloody hell, just keep going,” he said, shifting his chair to allow one of the cleaners to plug in the vacuum cleaner. I guess we can discount these two as our murderers unless our victims were polished to death. Randall gave them a warm smile as they fussed all around him. At that moment, he felt a vibration in his pocket. Flipping the phone open, he read the text. It’s time to meet the new bait.


    * * *


    Half an hour later, Randall sat behind the wheel of his car in a quiet parking lot. He carefully split open the envelope he had just collected from the post office box and could see it contained the background information about the new bait. He meticulously read through the document headed Deliver Live. “What the bloody hell are they thinking?” he protested. He stared out through the windscreen and shook his head slowly. “It’s just not getting easier.” The new bait was completely different to the others and would present a whole new range of challenges for him. This bait was female.


    “Tracy Hughes,” he whispered. At the bottom of the page he looked at the passport-sized photo stapled to the corner. He saw she was a dark-haired girl about five feet six tall with a medium build. Next to the heading “Coercion” it read: Methyl amphetamine addict, has breached probation twice and stands to do four years from a previous sentence. Has a female sibling, who is due for release from prison in two years, (subject to change.)


    He held the photo up and stared at it. It was not his place to question the decisions of the Abacus, however, this time he thought they may have got it completely wrong. He felt uncomfortable about their choice and didn’t even want to think about having to terminate her. Hurting the fairer sex ran against his grain, so having a woman killed definitely pushed his moral boundaries. Leaving these thoughts aside, he focused on his role, which was to meet the bait, instil fear into the bait and set the rules for the bait. He felt a little apprehensive about using a female in such a dangerous role, but on the flip side, a female may prove to be quite credible to the targets.


    * * *


    It was now mid morning as Randall looked out onto the manicured gardens of the park with his left arm outstretched on the backrest of the timber park bench. A light breeze carried the familiar scent of freshly cut lawn. Looking straight ahead and breathing deeply to take in the aroma, he warned the new bait. “I hope we understand each other. You have breached your parole twice now, if you stuff up, you will go straight to jail and do the four years you owe society.” He paused. “And I can also tell you for certain, that your sister will not get parole when it comes up. Understand?”


    The new bait looked at her hands as she fiddled with a silver ring on her left index finger. She had lost a lot of weight since the photo had been taken. “I understand, but, but, there is no comeback on me, is there?” she asked timidly.


    “There will be absolutely no comeback on you. As far as you are aware, you are simply on-selling a drug, that’s it. What happens beyond that is not your concern.”


    “Okay, so you will let me know when we have a job on?”


    “That’s right,” he said, getting up and gently resting his hand on her shoulder. “Don’t forget, Tracey, if I call, you jump. Do not stuff me around. Okay? You don’t get a second chance with me.”


    The bait nodded nervously as he got up and walked back to his car, leaving her behind. From behind the wheel he closely watched the emaciated frame of his newest bait push herself slowly up from the bench and tentatively walk past. “Have they really thought this through?” he said softly as he watched her slowly trudge towards the exit of the park.


    Stopping at a garden bed, she bent down to pick a flower, smelt it, then continued to amble out of the park. He momentarily thought about his own daughter Jane, and imagined how awful it would be if she was the bait. It made him feel very uncomfortable but he had no influence over their choice, he had to work with the bait he was assigned. It was not his call.


    * * *


    Back at the office, Randall walked over to Hobbs’s desk and tapped him on the shoulder. “How did you get on with Interpol?”


    Hobbs put down the report he was reading. “I have sent off the request and also emailed a consular official over there. It may take a few days for them to assist, but I will keep on them.”


    “Thanks, mate,” Randall said, heading back to his office.


    He returned to his desk to contemplate the next DL assignment. He laid the “Deliver Live” document on top of his keyboard so he could again read details about the new bait. He thought there might have been a detail he had missed or a clue as to why they had chosen a female for this particular assignment.


    As he read, he glanced up at the dark computer screen. A reflection of the letter was clearly visible on the screen, however, the letters were displayed upside down. He stared at the heading “Deliver Live,” and thought, It just doesn’t make sense. We are certainly not delivering the targets alive. They are very much dead when we finish with them.


    He looked again at the screen, and recalled his earlier conversation with his daughter regarding reversed wording. Staring at the screen he reversed the reflection in his mind and scribbled the result on a piece of paper. With the name “Deliver Live” now written in reverse, it’s true meaning appeared. He picked up the piece of paper and smiled. Well, what do you know? Very clever. With the new name now obvious, he couldn’t believe it had eluded him all this time. Reviled Evil. Now that makes a lot more sense, he whispered.


    * * *


    It was now a few days since Randall had met the new bait, and based on his experience he knew the next assignment was looming close. He walked around the office, stopping at Jesse’s desk. “Still here, mate?”


    “Yep, just tidying things up. I’ll be out of here shortly.”


    He leant over his desk with his arms outstretched. “The big fella has still not had word from Interpol on our elusive nurse.”


    Jesse nodded. “I’ve reread through the transcripts and listened to the recordings of the listening post. I can’t hear Helen’s name being mentioned at all in-house, but knowing what we know now I would have to agree they were definitely onto us. There is no mention at all about the murder or the victim. It just seemed everything they talked about was cleansed, you know. Anyway, taking everything into account I don’t think Helen is in anyway involved. Hoskings was quite candid in interview and didn’t mention her initially. I spoke to him at the bail application today; he doesn’t even know who she is. I think Cheung and our nurse were having a little tryst of their own without his knowledge, and once Helen found out about the murder, she got a little embarrassed and scampered.”


    Randall’s phone vibrated in his pocket. “Excuse me, mate,” he said, holding up the vibrating phone as he hurried back to the privacy of his office. He read the screen. Set the bait you have the tackle. Usually he was excited about the next assignment, but this time it was a little different. He still had serious reservations about the suitability of the new bait.


    * * *


    Randall sat in his car in the darkened lane, having just collected the envelopes in the heavy rain. He opened the console and looked at the sodden envelope that contained the beige powder. In the coming days this powder would be used to end a life. A life that was destined to menace and cause pain to others.


    When he first started working with DL he was uncomfortable with being involved in the whole drug supply scenario. But as time went on, he was able to justify his actions as he derived no money or benefit from the drug. The drug supply just became a means to an end for his targets.


    While waiting for the bait to arrive, he turned on the car fan heater and held the wet DL briefing sheet up to a vent to dry. He looked at the photo of the target as it jiggled and danced in the warm breeze. The criminal depicted was now alive, his heart was beating, blood circulated through his veins and he was breathing. Soon, however, that would all change. His organs would shut down, one by one, he would take his last gasp and he would cease to exist. He followed the photo with his eyes as the passenger’s side door handle engaged. The drenched bait rushed in. She was soaked, her clothes were dripping and her hair was matted. He looked at her sympathetically. “Some rain, eh?” he said, trying to make light of her plight. He reached over to the backseat and pulled a towel from his gym bag. “Here you go, it might be a little sweaty but it’s sort of dry.”


    “Thanks for that,” she said, drying her hair. “It wasn’t raining when I left, so I didn’t bring an umbrella or anything.” She dabbed her face and neck dry.


    “Anyway, I won’t keep you long. But before we talk I just need to pat you down,” he said awkwardly. In the past it had always been a male, which was fine, but now the whole patting down thing made him feel like a bit of a pervert. After quickly frisking her clothing, he checked the contents of her handbag.


    Now satisfied she was clean, he spoke. “Tracey, here is the target’s details and here is his photo.” He passed her the sheet with the photo attached. She reached across with her slender hands and picked up the document. It was dark in the car, so Randall turned on the interior light to make reading easier.


    “He looks pretty mean.”


    “Look carefully at it,” he instructed. “He’s got one of those stupid round earrings in each ear that leaves a hole about the size of a ten cent piece. He’s also got that long scar down his left cheek. See that? You need to remember this, as I cannot give you the photo. You also need to make your own notes. Here is a pen and paper.” Randall offered her a pen and notepad. “Tear off the top page for yourself,” he instructed, making sure he did not to leave his own fingerprints on the page. “These notes are to be destroyed as soon as you locate him. Understand?”


    Tracey nodded as she read the background document. “Kevin Flannery,” she murmured softly. She peeled off the top page of the pad and took the pen from Randall, then carefully wrote the details onto the page. Her hand shook as she wrote, she was obviously scared. “Finished,” she announced, handing the pen and paperwork back. Randall opened up the console between the seats.


    “The gear is in the envelope, take it and leave the envelope,” he instructed. She nodded, picked up the sachet and looked at the light brown powder inside. “This is strong enough to kill half a dozen regular users. Understand?”


    “Yes, got it.”


    “This is what you are selling. He will have a taste. He will die. You will need to make sure you get out of there. Ask to use the toilet, anything, but don’t hang around.” Tracey nodded. “Have you got any questions?” Tracey shook her head. “It looks like the rain has eased, so off you go then, and I will contact you in a few days, okay?” On her way out of the car Randall grabbed her arm firmly. “Tracey, don’t take this stuff yourself… I mean it… it will kill you stone-dead, believe me.”


    She looked at him nervously. “I understand, Detective, I understand.”


    Randall sat in the car and watched her disappear into the darkness. He remained there for a further ten minutes. He had a terribly bad feeling about this bait and this assignment.


    * * *


    Randall sat anxiously in his office. It had now been two days since he had sent the new female bait out on assignment. He was tempted to ring her and find out how she was going, but he knew it was a little early to try and contact her. Out of the corner of his eye he saw a figure walking towards his office.


    He looked up and saw Leanne was at the doorway. “Boss, can I have a chat for a minute?”


    “Sure, Leanne, come in, take a seat,” he said, rolling from behind his computer to give her his full attention. She sat opposite him and appeared a little uncomfortable, which was a little out of the ordinary for such a confident young woman.


    “Boss, firstly I really appreciate what you have done to get me in the office. I appreciate what you have taught me and how well you have treated me.”


    “Yes, I am glad you are happy,” he said suspiciously. He knew there was a surprise coming.


    “Having said that, Keith and I are looking at starting a family.”


    “That’s great news, I’m happy for you both.”


    “The downside is we thought a country posting would be the best environment in which to bring kids up. So I just wanted to let you know I was putting in for a transfer out into a country area.”


    Randall was surprised; he had not expected this at all. He’d always thought that she was happy in the office. He had hoped she would be with him a few years longer. “Well, we’ll all be sad to see you go,” he said sincerely. “But I always say your happiness at home should come first, and if it means a happier life for you and Keith, I support you fully.” He replayed in his mind what he had just said. He was a hypocrite, with no right giving such advice. His own commitment to work had ruled his life and had effectively ended his marriage.


    “Thanks, boss, it’s hard to say goodbye to everyone here. I’ve really enjoyed the experience,” Leanne said, getting to her feet. Randall also felt compelled to stand. “Your support with this means a lot to me. I will let you know when I decide on a posting that looks suitable, which will give you time to find a replacement.”


    “How will I be able to get someone to replace you?” he said, causing her to blush.


    “I’ll miss our laughs, that’s for sure.” Without warning, she came around the desk and gave him a hug.


    He wasn’t sure of what to do, until he finally reciprocated with a lame hug. Walking her to the door, he gently patted her on the shoulder. “You’ll be missed, that’s for sure.” He watched her walk out his office.


    He knew she would be a huge loss to his roster. He felt a tinge of sadness. He knew that when the time came to go, they would both promise to keep in contact. He had seen it happen before. They would initially keep in contact, then slowly the length of time between contacts would become greater and greater, until they stopped. Even though he had worked with many detectives in the past, he didn’t generally keep in contact with them, but they would always share a special bond. As time went on, he remembered his old partners by the experiences they had on jobs, rather than the friendships themselves. The job created these distant relationships that were still strong enough to last a lifetime.


    Sitting back at his desk, Randall heard the beep of his black phone. Looking at the screen, he read a text, it was from Helen. Bob I am very sorry about what happened. I heard about Kaz. Please believe me I had no idea about Karen’s part in the murder. I hope you can forgive me. I have decided on a change of scenery is best for us both. You’ll always be in my thoughts Helen XXX.


    Randall looked at the phone number and saw it was from an international destination. He thought about the content of the message. He hoped that this was the truth and it was all a terrible mistake. He wanted an opportunity to speak with her personally, to clear the air.


    Pressing the redial button, he tried to call, however, was diverted to voice mail. “Helen, pick up,” he urged as he dialled a second time, with exactly the same outcome.


    He left the Fishbowl, walked over to Hobbs and held the phone up to show him the content. “Well, it would appear she is still alive. I tried to call her back and it went to her voice mail, just the same as the other times I have tried to call. She is obviously avoiding any contact.”


    Hobbs studied the message and looked up at Randall. “Well, boss, I’m sure Interpol will help eventually.”


    “Don’t bother, mate.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “Jesse spoke with Hoskings, we don’t think she is involved. Could you just put a passport alert on her and we will scoop her up when she returns. It is no longer a priority for us.”


    “Okay, will do. I take it you want the Interpol inquiry cancelled?”


    “Please, mate, thanks.”


    Randall walked over to the task force room and saw that Jesse was cleaning up. He pushed a large box on the floor to the side with his foot as he entered the room. The box was full of charts and folders, which had been pulled off the walls in readiness for the next task force investigation. “Well, it’s good to get a result, eh?”


    “Yeah, it is. Oh, and that reminds me, the other day I forgot to thank you for the opportunity to run the job. I think it ended up pretty well, all in all.”


    “You were outstanding, mate. I can’t think of anyone off the top of my head who could have run it better.”


    “Thanks for that, boss,” Jesse replied graciously.


    “Do you need Michael anymore, or has he been released back to region?”


    “He finished up all his analyst stuff today. He did well, he is a keeper,” Jesse said, rolling up a chart.


    “I was most impressed with him,” Randall said. “I don’t think he would be much good out in the field, though, you know, he’s got shoulders like a brown snake, so he’s not really your enforcer type, is he?” Jesse laughed at his observations. “But as far as analytical work goes, there is none better.”


    “Agreed, agreed,” Jesse said.


    “Anyway, I am having a bit of an early mark today, I’m beat,” he said, carefully pushing a chair in. “So I will see you tomorrow, all going well?”


    “Okay, see you then.”


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    CHAPTER 23 - HOBBS


    


    Jesse watched his weary boss walk to the Fishbowl collect his belongings and leave. Once he was out of sight, he walked over to Hobbs’ desk. “Is the boss all right?”


    “Don’t know. Why?”


    He looked down the hall just to make sure. “He is going home early. He just seems a bit down, not really like him. Do you know why?”


    Hobbs glanced over his shoulder,


    “He just got a text from the nurse from overseas and she won’t talk to him.” Jesse crossed his arms. “I don’t think he is in love or anything. He might just be a bit embarrassed about his relationship with her.”


    Hobbs laughed out loud. “Embarrassed? How do you embarrass him? He is totally unflappable, nothing gets to him.”


    Jesse agreed. “Yeah, you’re right, nothing really worries him, but on that note, did he tell you about the murder victim’s ball bag?”


    “What ball bag?”


    “Don’t worry, mate, he’ll tell you when he is good and ready. Put it this way, if it happened to one of us, we wouldn’t be back at work for quite some time, if ever.”


    Hobbs squinted as he tried to piece together what Jesse had just told him. He wasn’t sure where the ball bag fitted in, but with Randall anything was a possible.


    He knew that Jesse’s worry was no grounds for concern. Randall was the toughest and most resilient person he had ever met. And he was much more than a good boss. Hobbs had discovered that their partnership was no accident. Randall was his chosen mentor.


    Hobbs’ father, himself a retired detective, died unexpectedly six months after Hobbs had started at the detectives’ office. Even though his father had moved thousands of kilometres interstate, Hobbs had been very close to him, so his passing hit him very hard. His death even made him question his faith in God. The sombre funeral service left him a total mess. He recalled walking from the service with head bowed as he descended the stairs. He felt a firm grip on his shoulder. It was Randall.


    “Where are you off to, mate?”


    “Don’t know.”


    “In that case, it’s time for a beer. We have a bit to talk about. Your dad would want it that way.” Hobbs thought about the statement. Why would my dead father care either way about us having a beer together?


    * * *


    Sitting at the bar, Randall handed him a frosty beer. “There is something I’ve got to tell you and now is probably as good a time as any.”


    “What’s that?” Hobbs asked without expression.


    “Your dad was my partner. We worked together for seven years.”


    “What… you never told me. He, he… never said anything.”


    Randall took a sip and nodded. “I know. I know. It was his idea. He wanted you to find your own way in the job. He didn’t want you to think he was meddling in your career. He wanted you to be your own person. But he wanted me to show you the ropes.”


    Hobbs sat quietly and thought about his father. A tear ran down his cheek and his chin creased as he fought back the urge to break down. Randall patted him on the shoulder. “He loved you, mate. He always talked about you at work when you were a boy. He was a great workmate and I really miss the good times I had with him.”


    Hobbs nodded.


    “I look at you in the office and sometimes I have to do a double take. You have the same mannerisms as him. The way you walk. The way you talk. I’m just so proud that a person of your dad’s calibre entrusted me of all people to train his son. And I reckon you’ll be every bit as good as he was.”


    Randall stood up, held out his glass and clinked it against Hobbs’s, “To Steve Hobbs, may you rest in peace.” He looked up at the ceiling and winked. “Don’t worry, mate, I’ll look after him, but it won’t be long before he is teaching me a thing or two.”


    Hobbs spent the rest of the evening enchanted by the stories Randall told him about his father. He couldn’t believe he had kept it a secret all this time. Even though he had passed away, his father sprung to life again through the myriad of colourful stories Randall shared with him that evening. From that time on an incredibly tight bond formed between the two. A bond that would last forever.


    


    

  


  
    

    CHAPTER 24 – SEXUAL HEALING


    


    Randall’s early mark from work meant he was able to collect his kids from school and spend some much needed time with them. The bonnet of the old Merc warmed his hands as he patiently waited for the school day to finish. “Hi, Mr. Randall,” called a group of Tim’s friends as they rushed past.


    “Hi, boys,” he called just as they disappeared around the office building. The ding of the school bell sent a tsunami hurtling towards the waiting parents. The parents were quickly swamped, with just their heads visible above the sea of kids. Once things settled, he watched the parents and their kids interact. It was nice to see them greet each other with hugs and kisses. It was these simple, pleasant, everyday events that he rarely got to see as a single, working man.


    “Hi, Dad,” came the call from Tim.


    “Where is your sister?” he asked, frantically looking through the pea soup of kids. Before he could respond, Jane arrived.


    “Hi, Dad.”


    Randall lifted them both off the ground in his strong arms and gave them both a big hug. “So who’s up for ice cream?”


    “Are we going to the beach again?” Tim asked.


    “We sure are, but not just any beach, one of the best beaches in the world, with the best ice cream in the world,” he said excitedly. Randall drove the children on the twenty-minute journey to Bondi Beach.


    With ice creams in hand, they walked along the long promenade that fronted this beautiful stretch of Australian coastline. It was a beautiful afternoon and there were many backpackers and overseas visitors lying on the grassed fringes, and plentiful seating.


    Walking towards the northern end of the beach, Jane asked, “You want me to pick a shell again, don’t you, Dad?”


    Randall sucked on his ice cream, leaving a huge white ring on his moustache. His daughter laughed before wiping it off him with her finger. “Honey, you know that’s what we do here, we pick nice shells.”


    Tim complained, “But we do it all the time, Dad. What’s the go with all the shells?”


    Randall looked out to the placid ocean. “See those waves out there?” he said with his arms around their shoulders. “They are perfectly spaced and safe. On a day like today you can swim out as far as you want safely, nothing will happen to you. Waves are the pulse of Earth and on a day like today her heart beats in perfect rhythm.”


    Tim looked at him with a confused expression. “Pulse, what do you mean, pulse?”


    “But when a storm comes, the pulse is disrupted, waves get all messed up and things become dangerous. Rips form in the ocean and people can get into trouble quickly. This is the same as what happens in our lives.”


    Jane nodded, appearing to enjoy the analogy.


    “When dad catches a bad man, I stop the storm, so people don’t get hurt. You pick the shells to remind me how many storms I have stopped and the people I have saved.”


    “So the shells are the bad men.”


    “Yes, they are, sweetie, they are the bad men.”


    Randall stopped at the northern end of the beach where he removed his shoes and socks, rolled up his trousers, and walked his children onto the brilliant white sand. Walking to an area adjacent to the northern rock escarpment, Randall pointed to an area where the sand met the rock. “Pick one, honey.” Jane looked around at the many shells on offer, and took her time. “Make sure it is an extra special one, love.”


    She walked over and opened her hand, to reveal a delicate pink shell in her palm. “Do you like this one?”


    “I love it, baby, it’s almost as beautiful as you,” he said, taking it from her and pushing it into his pocket.


    * * *


    Randall’s ears were still ringing with the dressing down he had received from his ex-wife. He probably deserved it as he hadn’t thought to call her to tell her he was picking them up. He’d just felt like spending time with them. His children made him feel good, and he did not want his kids to feel unloved and lonely as he had as an orphan.


    When he returned home without the kids, he felt alone again. Thankfully, loyal Arnold was always there for him, wagging his tail and pushing against him for a pat.


    Sitting at the outdoor table, he admired the fragile shell he had assigned to the next target. It was now time to check on her progress. Dialling her number, he sighed when he was directed to her voice mail. He was not too concerned as there was probably an easy explanation for this. A flat battery, poor reception or perhaps she may even be with the target.


    * * *


    It was now three P.M. the following day as Randall sat at his desk with head in his hands. He had an awful feeling. He got out of his seat and closed his office door for some privacy. He tried to phone the bait, but again there was no answer. He was now very concerned. He’d been trying to call her all day. It was now decision time. He had to consider whether she was in trouble or had become hostile towards the organization.


    In any instance, it was time to make a decision whether she lived or died. He picked up the silver phone and punched in the words, Change the bait. He took a deep breath. This was his hell. DL had put him in an appalling position. He pushed the send button, dropped the phone on the desk and leant against the wall with both arms outstretched. He had always been a protector and advocate of women, now he had to kill one.


    He heard a chirp on the desk behind him. He turned and picked up the phone. It was a message that simply read: Too late, your bait is gone. Randall sat down and slumped back into his chair, totally devastated. This meant the bait was already dead.


    His shock soon turned to rage as he launched out of his chair and stormed through the detectives’ office. He thumped the walls along the hall as he went. Bursting out into the car park, he yelled into the sky, “Why, why, why would you send a woman for this?”


    He ran at a number of metal garbage bins and kicked them over, denting their sides as they lost their lids and spilt their contents all over the bitumen. He seethed as he stomped around the complex in tight circles. He was tempted to send a text to DL to tell them to go and fuck themselves, but instead, leant up against a fence and took some deep breaths.


    He needed to find out about her death and how it had played out. He was not sure whether her death was as a result of the assignment or a DL decision to terminate. If it was the latter he would feel more comfortable.


    Settling a little, he picked up the bins, replaced their lids, and brushed his trousers clean with his hand. Entering the building, he walked down the hall and soon realised his tantrum in the car park had been captured on closed circuit TV monitors, which were mounted near the counter area. As he walked past the station area, two constables watched him. It was obvious from their reaction that they had witnessed his outburst. “Just some ex-wife issues, boys,” he said casually. “Hopefully you young blokes won’t have to go through the same bullshit I do. Never get married.” The constables seemed to accept his excuse as plausible and kept going about their business.


    As a rule, he never looked up individual bait profiles on the police database. In this case he was sure he could get the information he needed under “Significant events,” which were available to all officers and were routinely checked by most to see what was happening across the city. The headings in most events usually gave a good indication of their content.


    He closed the door to his office and sat in front of his computer. Once in the database, he clicked through the many pages of significant events for the previous twenty-four hours. Towards the very end of the list he found one that caught his eye. HUGHES AND FLANNERY APPARENT O/D SURRY HILLS.


    He thumped the desk with the underside of his fist. “Christ, no. I knew she didn’t have it.” This was the first time he thought DL had got it wrong. He read the detail of the report, which confirmed that both the bait and target had died from what appeared to be overdoses. Forensic officers found injuries to Tracey’s half naked body, including redness, scratches and bruising around her neck and thighs. Flannery’s face was covered in scratch marks. Skin was found under her fingernails.


    “Looks like she put up a good struggle,” he murmured. He tried to piece together her last moments. Randall had made her acutely aware that the heroin would kill her, and combined with her injuries, meant that it was likely the drug had been forced upon her by Flannery alone or in company.


    He thought about the last meeting he had with her in the car, which made him uneasy. He remembered handing her the pen and paper and looking at her trembling, fragile hands. This assignment was no place for her. While he felt some responsibility for her death, when he thought about it, as the bait, she was destined to die at some stage anyway.


    Focusing on harm minimization to the organisation, he continued to read the report to see where the investigation would track from here. He saw that it was being treated as an overdose with some sort of domestic violence angle. The narrative detailed the lengthy drug related criminal history of the bait. “Man, she has been in plenty of trouble,” he whispered, a little surprised. Next, he read through the criminal history of the target, which made everything clearer. He now knew how the Abacus had arrived at their decision. Along with a long drug history, the target had a lengthy history of violent sexual assaults with multiple female victims. It was evident, judging by his history, what the Abacus had expected the outcome to be. She was destined to be a single-use bait. A bait that would fall prey to the perverted target on her first and only assignment. While he was still saddened by her demise, his confidence in the Abacus’s decision-making was once again restored.


    “Looks like they will just write this one off,” he said, having read the whole report. Even though DL had far-reaching influence, it didn’t hurt to be ever vigilant.


    * * *


    It was now a couple of days since Randall had lost his last bait and strangely, he had not received instructions about a replacement. Perhaps they are just taking a little longer with the next one. Please, no more females, he prayed.


    He watched Georgie G walk through the office and down the hall. Since the coroner himself had got involved in the Digby matter, Georgie G had been a little quiet. He definitely wasn’t his cheerful self. Randall could tell it was worrying him. He wondered whether Georgie G now had some reservations about his decision with respect to the diary. He only hoped that he wouldn’t fold under pressure or become a casualty himself if the case unravelled.


    Up until this point, Randall hadn’t given any thought to the notion that Georgie G himself could be the killer. He watched as he emerged from the hall with his arms full of folders. Well, if he was the killer, he would be perfectly placed with the inside running. He would be leading an investigation to find himself. Georgie G cursed as he awkwardly dropped the folders, scattering pages all over the floor. He watched the hapless detective clumsily pick up the pages and try to stuff them back into the folder. Randall smirked, Definitely not my Georgie G. He’s no killer, he thought.


    Needing to clear his mind, Randall pulled his pistol from the top drawer of his desk and pushed it firmly into the ankle holster. Walking out of the Fishbowl towards the hall, he called out, “Going for a shoot, guys, I’ll be back in about two hours. I’m on the phone if you need me.”


    * * *


    With pistol drawn and ear and eye protection on, Randall pumped round after round through the paper target each time it turned. The close grouping of his shots meant the wafer-thin offender, complete with nineteen seventies top hat and overcoat, had little chance of survival.


    Reefing the peppered target from the metal arm, he replaced it with a fresh one and sent it down range.


    Pumping all of his rounds into the target, he replaced his clip and continued the onslaught. The muffled blast, recoil of the Glock and smell of spent gunpowder was therapy for him. With each squeeze of the trigger he tried to forget his woes. The death of the female bait, the missing Digby, Helen, Cheung, but his desire to kill Jenkins was as strong as ever.


    With a fresh target and replenished firearm and clips, he pulled a pen from his pocket and wrote “Jenkins” across the new target’s forehead. Hitting the button, he watched the target slowly slide along the guide and stop at the far end of the range.


    Charging down range, he pumped round after round into the target, dropping spent clips as he went. Getting closer, he fired continually at the head of the target until it separated from the arm and gently cascaded to the ground like a leaf. For good measure he pumped a further three rounds into the head as it lay on the floor. Re-holstering his pistol, he looked down at the shredded target and breathed out heavily. “Ah, that feels much better now.”


    * * *


    Back in his office, he felt a changed man. The session at the range had calmed him down considerably. As he rounded his desk to sit down, he saw that one of his folders in the bookcase was only half pushed in. Who has been in here? He thought.


    Pulling the folders apart he saw the moleskin book was missing. “No…” he cursed. He frantically searched between the other books and folders to see if he had simply put it in a different spot. But it was gone. With arms outstretched on the bookcase and head bowed, he was resigned to the fact it had been stolen. He now had lost all control. The mad man, whoever he was, had the upper hand and there was nothing he could do about it. He thumped his fist against the wall. What do I do now?


    “Looking for something, boss?” came a woman’s voice.


    Randall looked up to see Leanne with arms crossed, standing in the doorway. “Nothing important, Leanne,” he said dismissively.


    “Boss, I know exactly what you’re looking for. Your little book is gone and it is very important to you, isn’t it?” she said with a smug expression.


    Randall glanced back at where the moleskin book used to be. “Yes, it is,” he said, trying to not be overawed by the situation. He looked up into her bright blue eyes, which had always appeared so honest and caring to him, but not now. He knew from her question that he was now looking into the eyes of the killer responsible for the murders. Pausing to look out into the office, he asked, “Did you take it?”


    Leanne smiled. “I have just put it away for safekeeping, you know, for insurance. Your hand wrote all of the names in the book, all of who have mysteriously died. Your fingerprints and your DNA in the book make you the murder suspect, not me.”


    Randall shook his head and protested under his breath.


    “Well, look at it this way. How could one person choose seven people who have all been killed and not been involved in some way themselves?” she asked.


    Randall shook his head. “What the fuck have I ever done to you to deserve this, Leanne, if that is what your real name is.”


    “Nothing, boss, you have been great to me. But don’t worry, I don’t intend to use it, I never want to use it. I respect you more than any other man I have ever met. I just need to share the excitement of how I did it with someone. It’s not nearly as much fun if you cannot share the juicy bits. By keeping the book hidden, it will ensure that these stories go no further than you.”


    Randall glanced at the cactus of knowledge, while keeping Leanne in his peripheral vision. Even his trusty succulent was no help to him with this one.


    Walking around the desk and placing her arm gently around his shoulders, she said, “Cheer up, boss, you wanted them gone anyway, didn’t you?”


    Randall wasn’t sure how to react. On one hand he did feel a deep satisfaction they were gone, but on the other, a total lunatic with whom he had shared a good working relationship was now blackmailing him. In a ploy to avoid her question he asked one of his own. “I would never have thought it was you, Leanne. I thought it was maybe someone in the office, but not you. How did you do it?”


    Glancing out into the office, she said excitedly, “Quite easy, boss, like most blokes the crooks on your list have a chink in their armour, they are deviates. I found out what hotels they drank at, followed them in, chatted with them and introduced them to ‘Columbian Devils Breath’.”


    “What breath?”


    “Its other name is ‘Scopolamine’ it comes from a plant. In its purest form it is a powerful drug that makes the victim open to suggestion and easy to coerce. The amazing thing about it is that the victim still looks alert even though they have lost all free will.


    “I ask them to meet me outside, where they are like putty in my hands. They think we are going to have a good time together, but little do they know it will only be me having the good time. When I led them to my car, they didn’t put up a fight or anything. I drove them out to the crematorium where Sheik manages security. We’ve all got the access code so it was easy to get into where the furnace is.


    “I know when the external security rounds are scheduled, so there was no chance of being caught. I told each crim I was a bit kinky so they thought nothing of the gaffe tape and cable ties I was carrying. The building was dark when I led them in. I walked them through the crematorium and got them onto the conveyer, they didn’t have a clue what they were getting onto. I tied them up really well and flicked the light switch but they were still a little dazed and confused. Then I simply cranked up the furnace and let it heat up, which gave them ample time to come to. I need them to be alert, so they can take it all in. When they do come to and see the furnace all fired up, they seem to know what is coming next.”


    Randall shook his head from side to side. It was surreal.


    “You can see the panic in their eyes as they struggle and plead to be released. I turn up a Mozart classic, which provides a powerful backdrop and quite a fitting end. I watch them struggle and plead for mercy, it turns me on. I love the power I have over them. Then I have a little fun with them. First I send them towards the furnace and stop the conveyor just before they enter. Then I reverse it. They think they are going to live at this point. I give them a chance to apologise for what they have done and the people they have wronged. When they know they are going in again, they beg. The power I have over them excites me more, so much so I play with myself a little.”


    Randall watched on in amazement as Leanne, with her back to the office, gently felt her breasts on the outside of her blouse, before reaching down and gently rubbing between her legs.


    “As I send them in to just fry their legs, I rub myself a little harder. After I back them out half burnt they scream uncontrollably, but they don’t seem to beg as much. They seem resigned to death. Some of them, including Digby, asked to be finished off quickly. When this happened, the excitement became too much for me as I finished myself off. But not just any orgasm, it was so intense it left me shaky and breathless.”


    Randall watched Leanne stop stroking herself and use the flat of her hand to brush out any wrinkles in her skirt. “When I finally send them into the furnace for the last time, I wave them bye-bye, they won’t be coming back. They sit there quietly, they don’t move, they don’t yell. It’s very peaceful and serene. When they go in I watch the fire melt and sizzle them. First clothing, hair, skin and muscle all disappear. Once all the badness in them is consumed, a harmless, pure white skeleton is left.”


    Randall raised his eyebrows, totally gobsmacked, and quite bizarrely, at the same time uncomfortably aroused himself. Leanne looked somewhat relieved that she had been able to download her disturbing story to someone.


    “But don’t you worry, boss,” she said, upbeat. “It’s the perfect crime. They are burnt to dust and the residue cleaned out of the furnace and buried. I simply cross them out in your book, then look for the next name you task me with.”


    “Hang on a minute, I didn’t task you with anything,” Randall said defiantly. “Anyway, what about your husband and your transfer to the county?” he asked desperately.


    “Haven’t you ever wondered why no one has ever met or seen my husband? It’s simple, he doesn’t exist. I invented him. And as far as the transfer goes, I wanted to see what your reaction would be before I considered our next move.”


    “What do you mean, our next move?” Randall blurted out.


    Walking towards the door, Leanne assured him, “Boss, I am on holidays for a couple of weeks, so I am off now. I don’t want you to stress. You need to relax, the book is in good hands, and everything will become a lot clearer to you by the time I get back.”


    He watched a composed Leanne blow him a kiss before walking to her desk, collecting her handbag and leaving.


    Flopping into his seat, Randall felt totally numb. He wondered how on earth Leanne had found the book, and why out of all the people in the world a nutjob like her had gravitated towards him. It was just too co-incidental. It had to have something to do with DL, but Noel had never mentioned her.


    It was definitely something that he was not going to raise with DL because if it was not sanctioned they may look upon it as unwelcome attention. Perhaps DL was now looking at using psychopathic murderers for their cause, but it didn’t seem their style. The DL link, however, seemed the only credible way she could have been put in contact with him. This was further reinforced when she referred to him as “tasking her” tasks he had only set for himself. And what did she mean by “things becoming clearer?” As he stared out of the Fishbowl, he only hoped they would.


    


    

  


  
    

    CHAPTER 25 – BUT THERE’S MORE


    


    Later that evening, Randall was enveloped in total darkness when the light evening breeze had extinguished the candle. This wasn’t just darkness, it was totally pitch-black as the moon was eclipsed by the overcast evening sky. He calmly lit a match and shielded the wick with his hand as he waited for the flame to take hold.


    Finally, the shimmering candle illuminated his parents’ grave and his most recent gift of a handful of shells to add to his growing collection. Looking out into the darkness, he spoke softly. “I planned on delivering one shell to you both tonight, but surprisingly there were another seven I didn’t expect. The world is sure full of surprises, isn’t it?” Pushing the shells onto the concrete edging, he continued. “I get the feeling DL have bigger plans for me, I mean, on a larger scale. You’re probably aware by now that Jenkins managed to avoid the parole hearing, so he is still inside. He knows he is living on borrowed time. He knows I won’t rest until he has suffered great pain before being slaughtered horrifically.”


    * * *


    It was now four days since the death of his last bait. This was the first circumstance where his bait had died in company with the target. It was also the first time he had lost two baits in such quick succession. He was at a loss. He had waited for an instructional text from DL, which usually followed the termination of a bait, but after days of waiting, there had been nothing. Which was very strange.


    Later in the day he decided to send a text to DL to find out what his next instruction was to be. He sent the text, Do we have a new bait, and waited for a response. Hours later he had still not heard anything. This was totally out of the ordinary as Noel would always respond to his texts, usually within half an hour of receiving them. He now became deeply concerned. This was an organization he didn’t want to cross.


    The following afternoon, he sent a further text to DL without any response. Paranoid thoughts now ran through his mind, he was now a little fearful himself. If DL could so easily dispose of bait, it wouldn’t be much harder for them to dispose of him. He knew so much about their organization, why wouldn’t they want to eventually kill him?


    Composing himself, he sipped on his coffee and looked up and down the darkened street from outside a sidewalk cafe. They are probably watching me right now and I wouldn’t know it. He backtracked and thought about his movements with Irish and Tracey. He couldn’t think of anything he had done differently from the previous thirty-two assignments he had completed. He only hoped that the killings associated with his moleskin book had not jeopardised their relationship.


    But why now? And where is Noel? All of a sudden he felt very, very alone and vulnerable. Feelings he hadn’t felt since he was a child. Even though he didn’t speak with Noel on a daily basis, he always knew he could contact him when he really needed him, but not this time. This time there was no Noel. Perhaps they killed Noel, he thought. Or perhaps he had been replaced, which in any case would probably mean he was dead. He cautiously looked up and down the street as his phone rang; unfortunately, it was the black one.


    “Hi, Michelle,” he said pleasantly to his ex-wife.


    “Don’t forget you have the kids this afternoon. Remember you have to pick them up from school.”


    “Sorry, love, I can’t,” he said quietly, knowing fireworks would start.


    “Bob, you know they are looking forward to seeing you. I thought you had got better, but you’re still a prick of a father, aren’t you?”


    He remained silent; he did not want the kids around him until he’d sorted out the issue with DL. The last thing he wanted was for them to see him killed, or worse, if they were killed in the crossfire. “It is what it is, Michelle, I can’t take them. Listen, I will have them next week, that is all I can do,” he snapped.


    “Fuck you, Bob,” Michelle yelled before hanging up.


    He sat and thought for a minute, there was no other way he could have handled it. He was now in the bad books with his ex-wife, but that was the least of his problems at the moment.


    He got up from his seat, rolled his newspaper under his arm, and paid the waitress before he left. He was ever watchful as he walked back to his Merc. On the drive home, he constantly used his rear vision and external mirrors to see if he was being tailed.


    Reaching the refuge of his home, he pulled up the driveway and hurried inside, locking the front door behind him. He headed to the back door and checked it was locked before turning out all lights throughout the home.


    Once in the front master bedroom, he looked out into the darkened street. It was all quiet. He pulled the Glock handgun from his ankle holster and held it in his right hand. Pulling back the slide with his left hand, he looked at the bright gold-coloured casing in the chamber. The weapon was ready to fire.


    In the darkness with pistol at the ready, he walked through the house and unlocked the back door. Walking out onto the darkened back deck, he lowered himself into a chair. He slowly raised the barrel to his temple with his finger on the trigger. Moving the barrel up and down, he scratched an itch on his head before placing it gently on the table in front of him.


    Looking down at Arnold, he reached down to pat his obedient friend. He looked out into the darkness of the yard for any movement. If he was to be shot, he expected it would be from long range, so he would have little chance to see where the sniper was. He needed to remain vigilant, so he did not have a beer and he didn’t turn on a light.


    He scanned the yard until he felt the familiar vibration of the DL phone in his pocket. Thank God, he thought. He was apprehensive, and at the same time relieved that they were again in communication with him. He stood up, pulled the phone from his trouser pocket and took a deep breath as he flipped it open. It was a text.


    Carefully reading the text, his hands began to tremble. Losing the use of his legs, he stumbled to a nearby timber support post and steadied himself. Staring at the screen in shock, he slid down the timber post, a totally shattered man. “What am I?” he murmured. He dropped the phone on the timber floor and stared vulnerably into the darkness.


    The phone landed face up with the screen illuminated, and read: Randall, you have been played. Your work is not what you think. DL does not exist. You work for a drug syndicate. Your targets are the competition of this syndicate who they need to eliminate. I’m sorry. You need to save yourself. They will come for you soon. Noel.


    Getting to his feet, he grabbed the pistol off the table and waved it in the air defiantly. “Come and get me, you weak bastards!”


    


    

  


  
    

    CHAPTER 26 – LEST HE FORGET.


    


    Randall held his crying children in his arms. “It was so scary, Dad, why would someone shoot at us,” she asked through tears. Randall looked up at his ex-wife Michelle who was being comforted by her new beau, Ken the accountant. Ken himself looked very shaken. His days on the front line at his suburban accounting firm had not prepared him for a drive-by shooting.


    Roughing up his son’s hair with his hands he felt a grainy sensation. He looked closely and saw a fine white powder through his hair. It was fine plaster from the walls. Bloody hell, a bullet has just missed him, he thought, trying to remain calm for their sake. “Don’t worry, you kids, you are safe now. Dad will find out who did this, and dad will put them in jail.”


    Randall looked at the large front plate glass window, which had been peppered with neat bullet holes. They had passed through the pane without cracking the glass. He watched as the forensic officers took photos of the glass and tiled landing.


    “Wait here, guys, I want to have a word to mummy, she looks upset.” Randall left the kids on the driveway and walked over the lawn of the front yard.


    Michelle let go of Ken and instinctively ran towards Randall, wrapping her arms around him, sobbing. Randall looked at Ken, a little lost for words. “Bob who would do this to us, we are scared. The kids are beside themselves,” she said, wiping tears from her eyes.


    “I don’t know, love, but I will find out and deal with it,” he said, patting her back gently. Randall looked up at glass again. It was a messy job. Whilst the timing dictated it was the work of DL, the sloppy way it was executed did not. DL did not send messages like this. They were clinical in what they did. But if it wasn’t DL, then who?


    “Ken, how are you going?” Randall asked, trying his best to be inclusive.


    “Yeah, it was pretty scary, Bob. What do we do now?”


    “You can all move into my house for a week, until the glass is fixed and the kids settle a little. I will find out who did this. I doubt whether they will come back, it seems like some sort of message.”


    “But why us?” Michelle asked.


    He thought about her question. It had to be something to do with his work. There was absolutely nothing Michelle, the kids or accountant Ken were doing to warrant a drive-by.


    “Love, I don’t know why they targeted you. Sometimes gangs hit the wrong homes, you know, mistaken identity.”


    The kids walked over to where he was standing. “Dad, what is happening?”


    “Kids, in about an hour’s time, the policeman will be finished and you need to help mum pack some bags. You will be staying with me for a few days until we get everything fixed and everything is safe. Okay?”


    He left his family and walked into the house. The trajectory of the bullets had them passing through the glass panel, then through the lounge room wall, finally lodging in the back wall of the dining room.


    “Recovered a slug yet?” Randall asked the forensic officer.


    “Yeah, we got one so far, looks like a triple two. My word they were lucky they were all sitting down at dinner. The bullets passed right over their head. If they were standing one of them would have been hit for sure.”


    


    Randall looked at the plaster powder all over the dining table and on the floor below the entry holes. These were no warning shots. These were intended to kill. Kill my family. Randall sat in a chair with his head in his hands. What if one of my kids was shot dead? He was angry. He felt like hitting something, someone, but who, who was responsible. Who would dare attempt to murder his innocent children? Clenching his fist in anger he stared at the floor. Whoever did this is dead. They have no idea of what they have done.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    CHAPTER 27 – AN ABACUS IS BORN


    


    “Right… I know who’s sent you, I know you’ve been following me and now I’m going to get in first,” he warned, with one hand around his throat and the other pushing a pistol to his temple.


    With hands held up high the innocent tourist pleaded, “Sorry, sorry, I lost, I look for train station, here take money.”


    Denim overalls, leather sandals and dreadlocked hair, this was no DL hit man this was a disorientated backpacker in the wrong place at the wrong time. With eyes clenched in expectation of the worst, he held out his trembling wallet. This young man had now become the most recent victim of Randall’s growing paranoia.


    Pushing his pistol back into his waistband while looking out of the darkened lane, Randall patted him on the shoulder and apologised. “Sorry, mate, I don’t want your money, I thought you were following me. Look, turn left out of the lane and go straight ahead for the train station Okay?” The relieved tourist pushed his wallet back into the back pocket of his overalls. “Off you go then,” he said, pointing out into the lane.


    Once the young man had left, he leant with his back to the wall looking up at the opposing building. He knew that DL, or whoever they really were, were definitely following him. Being stubborn and without concern for his own mortality, he had not gone into hiding and he hadn’t changed his usual movements. If DL were in fact a drug syndicate, he had overcome those types in the past so he was going to go out fighting, hopefully taking a handful of them out with him.


    Staring at the brick wall opposite, he considered who was after him. If DL was legitimate and wanted me dead, I’m sure they would have executed me by now. Why am I still alive?


    He was now more angered than fearful about the way things had turned out. He only hoped that he lived long enough to find those responsible for shooting up his family, and kill them. Deep down he held out hope that DL was still the organisation he had always believed and trusted in. He just wasn’t sure why they would tell him they didn’t exist.


    Walking towards the exit of the laneway, he heard the echo of heavy footsteps. He turned to see a brilliant muzzle flash light up a shooter in the darkened lane, followed by the unmistakable blast of the gun. His ears rang out loud as a burning sensation coursed through his chest. He looked up to see a second bright muzzle flash. He staggered against the wall and tried to draw his weapon. But he couldn’t use his arm. “Fuck you!” he yelled, chasing the retreating shooter down the lane.


    The loud roar of a Harley Davidson motorcycle echoed between the cold buildings as he watched the shooter escape as pillion. Randall sat down in the lane. He had been hit in the right chest, and judging by the pain and immobility of his right arm, it had passed out through the back of his right shoulder. As he breathed, a wheezing, sucking sound came from the entry wound in his chest. He was sure the bullet had passed through his lung. Holding his hand over the wound to prevent the air escaping, he staggered out into the street where the shooter had ridden off. Passersby stared at him as he searched the gutter and road for the casings with a blood-soaked shirt and hand. With a crowd now gathering, he walked back into the lane and continued his search until he located a metal jacket about fifteen metres from the laneway entry. Reaching down to pick it up, everything began to spin before he collapsed onto the roadway, totally losing consciousness.


    * * *


    “Good morning, Detective,” the nurse greeted as she pulled on the blind cord inviting the warming sunrays into his room. Gawking at her petite uniformed figure, he had an instant flashback of Nurse Helen Florence. As she walked towards him he could not help but smile.


    “Well, you seem to be improving.”


    Randall looked at her name plate. “Why, thank you, Nurse… Peters, I feel much better. So do you think I will pull through?”


    “I think you will be fine.”


    “This is nothing really, a beautiful nurse, much like you, broke my heart earlier this year, that was much more painful.”


    “Is that right?” She laughed. “I find that hard to believe you’d be heartbroken for any length of time.”


    “Ouch, now that hurt,” he said playfully.


    Once she left the room, Randall gently touched his heavily bandaged chest and shoulder as his surgeon entered the room.


    “Excellent, you are up,” he said, pulling the clipboard from the end of the bed.


    “I feel good as new, Doc, and ready to go once you give me the all clear.”


    “Well, steady up there, you only had surgery last night. You are going to have to stay in for a few days before we can give you the all clear. We need to keep an eye on that lung, then there are infections to think about.”


    Randall looked out the window into the blue sky. “How did the surgery go, Doc? I feel pretty good.”


    “Well, the bullet passed right through you, so we didn’t have to dig around for it. It went through your right lung, which as a result had collapsed. Then left through your right shoulder. You are quite lucky as it just missed a major artery. If it hit that, we wouldn’t be talking right now.”


    “Let’s just work on the positives, eh, Doc,” he said, dreading the thought of dying and leaving his children behind. “So how long do you think I will be in for?”


    “At least three days, we’ll see how things go from there.” Tapping on his wrist, the doctor continued. “Well, it’s almost lunchtime, I want you to eat up, rest up and I will be back to see you tomorrow.”


    As the doctor left, Randall looked out the window in deep thought. He now felt very confused. Perhaps it was DL trying to kill me, but I have never heard of them failing. The longer I stay in hospital, the easier a target I will become. I need to get out of here to get some answers.


    Looking up at the drip bag, he followed the clear tube that entered his inner arm. After checking the hall was clear, he pulled the catheter from his arm and held his thumb over the puncture to stop the bleeding. He winced in pain as he pulled himself up off the bed. He pulled the plastic liner from the waste bin and slowly gathered his belongings and put them in.


    “Where are you off to?” came a familiar voice from behind the dividing curtain.


    Ripping the curtain open, Randall looked into the eyes of the frail elderly man. He looked much older than he had expected, but he could tell from his build he would have been quite a tall, solid man in his younger years.


    “I suppose you’re here to finish me off?” Randall asked calmly.


    “No, no,” the old man said from his seated position. “I am here to explain. We did not shoot you. You of all people know we don’t do half jobs.”


    Randall shuffled over to the old man and pointed his finger angrily inches from his face. “Well, why treat me like a leper after all we have done together. Why abandon me like that? I trusted you, you were the only person I could totally rely on and you betrayed me. You make me sick,” he said, tempted to hit the old man.


    “If it makes you feel better, hit me,” he urged. “Get it out of your system.”


    Randall’s raised open hand shook with fury as he contemplated the slap. He looked at the perishing flesh on the man’s ageing hands as they draped over the armrests. He couldn’t bring himself to doing it. Pointing to the door, he yelled, “Have your say and fuck off! Just fuck off out of here before I change my mind and flog you.”


    Randall had always wanted to meet Noel face to face. He always wondered what he looked like, but these were definitely not the circumstances under which he expected their first meeting to take place. Randall’s fury did not appear to rattle him at all. He seemed calm.


    “They were going to let you go, you know,” he said, clasping his hands under his chin.


    “If you had gone into hiding or taken off, DL were going to let you live. Start a new life. You have done so much we thought you needed a real life. You have carried so much pain. We thought you had done enough for society and you deserved peace. They agreed to let you go, let you spend time with your family with no more burdens in your life.”


    “And what if I didn’t go?”


    Noel shook his head. “Deep down I knew there was a fair chance you wouldn’t go. I thought there was a chance you would be stubborn and stay.”


    “So why tell me you don’t exist?”


    “To try and scare you into going. We should have known that you wouldn’t budge. You are a product of our making. We should have known that when cornered, you would come out fighting.”


    “You did underestimate me. But I don’t understand why you were not just upfront with me. Tell me my options.”


    “They used the exercise for another purpose.”


    “And what was that?”


    “The Abacus has advised DL to move you further up the food chain. By telling you DL did not exist, it was a test. A way of determining if you were ready to take on things on a larger scale. The fact you toughed it out and stayed meant you passed, and now they deem you fit to take up this new role. Congratulations.”


    “Congratulations? Are you serious? After all you put me through, you think a simple congratulations is enough?”


    “It is a tough gig, you wanted to scale things up so you now have the chance to do that.”


    Randall walked around the room thoughtfully. Whilst he was still upset with his treatment, everything now made more sense. “And what about that psychopath Leanne, she would have to be sent from you, wouldn’t she?”


    “Yes, she was. You see, we knew about the list you were compiling in the small book. So we sent her in to work through your list and knock them off systematically. Everything seemed to work quite well, don’t you think?”


    “I suppose so,” Randall said, shrugging.


    “So what we are now proposing to do is to put you in another environment where you will become your own Abacus and determine the targets for yourself. You will be given a green light to kill those you choose, under our protection and authority.”


    “And what about Leanne?” Randall asked.


    “She will lay low for a while, but she is at your service whenever you need her, and you will need her, trust me.”


    “And the moleskin book?”


    “We had the book and destroyed it. The threat by her was designed to ensure you did not do anything rash in regards to her.”


    Randall sat on the end of the bed opposite Noel. Looking out the window, he tried to take it all in. He had so many questions to ask but he could not think of them all right now. “So who shot at my family? And who shot at me?” he asked, coming to life.


    Noel handed him two passport-sized photos. “These two are personally responsible for both shootings, they are from a local OMCG.”


    Randall looked at the photos and raised his eyebrows. “I’m not sure why they have targeted me, but that will all end now.”


    “We were going to finish them off for you,” Noel explained. “But we figured you had a vested interest in sorting them out for yourself.”


    “Yes, I have. And they will be dealt with accordingly,” he said, grimacing as he stuffed the photos into his hospital gown pocket.


    “I must admit I am a bit surprised you would think we were out to kill you.”


    “You were the obvious choice, especially since you cut off communication with me.”


    “Randall, you are our best and we have invested too much time and money in you to have you killed. You should know that.” Randall watched Noel slowly get to his feet. “I know you have thrown your DL phone away, and I can’t blame you. If I need to talk to you I will call you on your work mobile phone. It will come up as a silent number and can’t be traced or recorded.”


    “What happens now?” Randall asked, following closely.


    “In the next few weeks you will receive that promotion.”


    “What promotion?”


    “Your promotion to Inspector. DL has decided you are now stepping up from individuals to groups. Your new rank and position will allow you to do this. You now have Abacus status to choose those who require culling. You will be outstanding, Randall, outstanding as always.”


    He opened the door for the old man in the knitted cardigan, who could have been anyone’s grandfather. Turning to salute Randall, he continued his slow stroll down the hall, until he disappeared around a corner. Randall closed the door to his room and leant with his back against it. Pulling the photos from his pocket, he thought, Now everything makes sense. But first things first. I have two loose ends to sort out.


    


    

  


  
    

    CHAPTER 28 - THE CROCODILE ROCK


    


    “Wow, things have certainly progressed here,” Randall chirped, looking out at the huge gum tree illuminated by his headlights.


    He could see the president’s feet were now just above head height with the best part of a leg missing. The half eaten Peter, as expected, was now further up the tree out of reach. At the base of the tree, he could see the darkened outline of a huge object. It was a crocodile.


    Getting out of the car under torchlight and with gun drawn, he walked towards the beast. Shining his torch at the croc, he could see a gaping wound in its midsection. It was a fatal injury. Next to the croc lay the handgun he had earlier left in the tree. Shining his torch at the croc’s head, he counted six closely grouped bullet holes.


    “Good shootin’, partner,” he complimented, looking up at the president. “But I wouldn’t have used all six; you should have saved one for me, or the next croc that comes along.” He picked up the gun and put it in his pocket. “But I imagine you would have panicked a little when the big guy came in nice and close for a cuddle.” He looked closely at the huge piece out of the crocodile’s side. “Jeez, they are so bloody hungry, they’re cannibalising. You’ve been bloody lucky to last this long, Rodney.”


    Randall’s eye was drawn to the glint of the shiny blade of the pocketknife he had earlier left in the tree. It now lay on the ground about three metres away. The pale-faced president sobbed as he looked down at his missing limb. The blood had now stopped running and had congealed on the stump. But judging by the area of red-stained ground below him, he had lost a significant amount of blood. Picking up the blade and making a slashing motion, Randall asked, “Why didn’t you cut yourself down?”


    The lethargic president yelled, “My legs are fucked! They bit one off and I can only just move the other a little.”


    “Mmmm,” he said, looking at his missing limb. “Yeah, I can see now that you are in a bit of a bind. On the ground you’re not gonna get very far, are you?”


    Shining his torch to the opposing side of the trunk, he saw the half-eaten corpse of Peter the sergeant at arms. His corpse swung in the breeze with its lifeless arms hanging either side of his shredded torso. His face was ghostly pale, with eyes forced open through fear. As the corpse twisted in the breeze, the eyes scanned hauntingly out into the darkness.


    Randall followed the trail of bright white intestines, which led from the cavity under his rib cage, down to the ground and trailed all the way in a continuous line into the murky waterway. “Shit, they certainly have terrible table manners,” he said, aiming his torch to capture the president’s reaction.


    Lowering the beam, he saw a wet patch in his crotch. “You’ve seen much, I can see you are scared. Aren’t you, Rod?”


    “Yes, yes, I am scared, what do you reckon?”


    Randall pointed his index finger at him and screamed, “Well so were my fucking kids when you almost blew their fucking heads off, you piece of shit!”


    “Please, please, I have had enough, let me live,” he begged, tears streaming down his face. “I’m very sorry, I can change.”


    Randall leant on the tree and said calmly, “You know, Rod, any other person could feel pity for you at the moment. They may even let you go, save you. Then you would go back to your old ways and be an asshole all over again. Me, on the other hand, I know exactly how you think. You are a piece of shit, you will never change. You are best dead.”


    “Is that so,” the now cocky president said, slowly reaching into the back pocket of his jeans and tossing his wallet in Randall’s direction.


    Randall picked up the wallet, opened it and looked at the driver’s license, which was prominent in the clear plastic sleeve. Reading the detail he saw the name Rodney Jenkins. Randall was curious, could he be…


    “That’s right!” the emotional president yelled. “I’m Terry Jenkins’ brother.”


    “I see that. What do you know?”


    “He sent me to kill you and your family any way I could. You may kill me, but he will eventually get you.”


    “Wow,” Randall said, tossing the wallet into the billabong. “Your mother must be very proud of both of her boys, what perfect citizens you both turned out to be.”


    “Don’t worry, there is another one of us out there, there are three of us.”


    “The more the merrier,” Randall said laughing. “If he wants a piece of the action, I can cook up a good ending for him as well.”


    “You’ll get yours one way or another.”


    “We’ll see… Anyway, Rodney, why is your coward of a brother sending his halfwit brother out to do his dirty work? I guess he must be a little scared, eh?”


    Randall whistled a merry tune as he dragged the crocodile carcass by the tail away from the tree. “We don’t want them snacking before the main course, do we?” After walking back to the car, he returned with more chicken offal. Undoing the knot of the plastic bag, he threw the contents up at the president, totally dowsing him. Walking to the edge of the river, he emptied the remainder into the water.


    “They will return in minutes. I will watch. They will definitely reach your good leg and tear it off. You will bleed out this time. See this pocket knife here?” Randall held up the small bladed weapon. “It is all yours if you want it.”


    “I’ve been through enough. Please, please, I can talk to my brother, sort things out, surely we can come to terms somehow,” he begged.


    Totally ignoring his plea for mercy, Randall coldly continued. “The only use the knife will be to you is to kill yourself before the croc does. Either side of your groin you have your femoral artery. Based on the blood you have already lost, if you cut through it, you will die almost instantly. Anyway, I will be in the car with the knife if you want it. It’s up to you, your choice.”


    Sitting in the front seat, Randall looked eagerly for signs of movement in the water. Eventually his torch caught a set of red, close-set eyes swimming towards the bank. Climbing onto land and growling deeply, the huge beast pulled itself up the bank and lumbered towards the dangling bait. “No, no, fuck off, no,” Rodney shrieked, trying his best to rock back and forth. Upon reaching the president, the huge jaws snapped loudly as it lunged upwards. “Give me the fucking knife!” he shrieked in terror.


    Randall leaped out of the car and fired a shot at the ground near the crocodile, causing it to retreat into the water.


    Looking at the president, Randall reached up with the knife and handed it to him. Without saying a word, he turned and walked back to the car. Flicking on the headlights he lit up the whole tree. The pitiful figure of the president dangled, with the blade held loosely in his hand. He stared vacantly into the darkness as he appeared to contemplate his fate. A deep growl echoed from the billabong, which caused his head to whip around. It was returning. Firming his grip on the blade, he raised it high and held it there, while he mumbled something into the sky. Randall shook his head in disbelief and whispered,


    “Fucking hypocrite.”


    Prayers finished, the blade quivered momentarily before he forcefully plunged it deep into his upper thigh, and screamed out as he reefed it out. He stabbed himself again in the same region, but again missed the artery. His stabbing then became more frantic until a red stream spurted from his groin. With each pulse Randall watched a trajectory of blood take flight. Eventually the blood spurts began to diminish in power. When his head dropped onto his chest, Randall knew he had totally bled out and was dead. He only wished his brother Terry was there to witness his brother’s final moments of begging, grovelling and crying for mercy.


    Walking from his car, he picked up the bloodied pocketknife that had been dropped on the ground. Climbing the tree, he cut the rope, sending both bodies crashing to the ground.


    Looking out into the dark billabong, he took a deep breath. He felt an overwhelming sense of fulfilment. He had avenged the attempted killing of his children, and whilst he hadn’t killed Terry Jenkins, he had killed the next best thing. Dragging both corpses to the bank by the scruff of their necks, he dropped them tantalisingly half in and half out of the water. Looking out into the darkness he called out, “Dinner is served, come and get it, boys.”
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