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            Intelligence officers (those so-called spies) of sovereign states such as Australia, are simply public service bureaucrats, often battling office politics like the rest of us, except they are also trying to protect a nation.

      

    


A Wilderness of Mirrors

Just as Chris Davis resigns himself to the doghouse, 

fate stirs up more trouble than he could have imagined.

––––––––
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1. Misdirection
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Morning wept its soft yoke over the horizon, sending muted light across the sill through windows now unshuttered since the storm had passed. The rest of the room was shrouded in gloom, except for one corner where a table lamp remained burning next to a cold fireplace. Imprisoned in its glow, Harvey Kashton, the well-known billionaire, who had dined last night with the New South Wales Premier, sat or rather lolled in a wing-back chair. On the floor beside his feet, next to an overturned glass, lay a newspaper. The headline proclaimed a shadowy mercenary group was creating havoc in the Central African Republic. The paper was dated 23 February 2017. Yesterday’s edition. 

Mr Kashton’s blue eyes bulged as if in shock. Thinning blond hair lay in disarray, while his mouth fell slack with a dried substance in its corner. His wire rimmed reading spectacles had slipped down to rest on his chin. The top buttons of his shirt were open, with bowtie lank on a damp and glistening chest. He reeked of whisky.

The housekeeper, Mrs. Susan Ainsworth, had an urge to straighten his glasses. It was an indignity he shouldn’t have to suffer, but she knew better than to touch the body. Instead, she stood back; her gaze travelling in a distracted way, through and beyond the windowpane, to the racing gunmetal sky. 

The three-storied building, or four if one included the garret, had once been her family home. It was now a discrete private hotel, modelled in the manner of an exclusive London club, where she and Martin had once stayed. 

Mr Kashton had a suite with a private sitting room and balcony overlooking the sea. The same one he always demanded when he stayed at the hotel, which until now had been often. 

Susan’s daughter had once called him a privileged prick. It was the vulgarity of the language that had offended Susan, for surely, with that amount of money, privilege is taken for granted. Besides, who else would stay here? Bancroft House was a favoured haunt of the establishment. A place designed for the fortunate few, where they could drop their guard for a moment and know that what happened inside Bancroft House stayed in Bancroft House. 

Bancroft House Rules was a phrase gaining currency among the leaders of industry and government. Susan prided herself on that. The house rules encouraged the guest to network, collaborate, and strategize. They unashamedly upheld British tradition and shunned publicity. Susan had never allowed a known journalist inside its doors. Of course, it was different for those who owned the presses. They had become the establishment, although privacy trumped all in her opinion. Fourth Estate or not, journalists and the press were mere journeymen and women, not the cream of society as some of them now thought themselves to be. 

Yet, she acknowledged the world had changed, and she felt left behind, bewildered by modern societal values. Duty, honour, and respect for authority had all but vanished, replaced by the personal and the private. Self-care on public display. Truth and reality subsumed beneath the supposedly greater integrity of the lived experience. Now, there was the dreadful arguments over same sex marriage, which would go to a plebiscite later in the year. Susan didn’t want to have to think about such things. They were private matters, and she was heartily sick of what she saw as media created conflict. 

Rather than aspirations towards the professions, doctor, lawyer and such like,  the everyday person now desired to become a star of film, television, or a social media influencer. In place of intelligence, breeding, and grace, Susan was faced with fame, notoriety, and self-absorption. The world was no longer a safe space for the ruling class, but Susan had determined it was her job to provide a refuge from a destabilised world. Bancroft House gave sanctuary with unparalleled guests’ services, even for those with rather eccentric tastes or requests. 

The current Premier of New South Wales was a frequent visitor. In fact, one could claim with certainty that Bancroft House’s policy on its guests’ fraternisation and collusion was instrumental in the Premier’s rapid rise to his current position. Besides, he lived nearby, so the hotel was convenient for entertaining guests at minimum disruption to his wife’s busy schedule.

A swarm of water droplets rifled across the windowpane distorting Susan’s view and bringing her back to the moment. Without making a conscious decision, she scurried out of the room and concealed herself in a niche along the well-appointed hallway where she huddled over her mobile phone. 

When the person she had contacted answered, she said in a voice barely above a whisper. ‘Thank goodness I caught you before you went to court, Cassie darling.’ 

‘I’m not in court today. What’s the matter Mum?’

‘Can you come over right now, dear?’

‘Why? What’s wrong?’

Susan glanced down the hallway in the direction of the gentlemen’s withdrawing room. She should have locked it to prevent someone from entering. The guests rarely used the room until after dinner, but someone might take it into their head to barge in. 

‘Mum. Are you still there?’

‘Yes, dear.’

‘What’s the matter? Are you okay?’

‘I just need you here.’

‘Mum, I have to go to work.’

‘I know, but you are not in court today. You just said.’

‘Tell me what’s wrong.’

‘I can’t. Not on the phone. You must come here but use the private entrance. The Chief Justice is in residence, and I know you won’t want to bump into him.’

Susan heard the lift door ping and said, ‘I have to go. Come as soon as you can.’ She dropped her mobile into her apron pocket and scuttled back along the hallway. With a furtive glance over her shoulder, she slipped back into the withdrawing room, locking the door behind her.  

When she had found Mr. Kashton this morning she had immediately known he was dead, although she had never seen a dead body before, but this man was most emphatically deceased. Her first thought was, what a pity—such a handsome man. But what does one do when one finds a dead man in one’s house? She had run from the room before reason had kicked into action but that had been a mistake. 

The situation required careful contemplation. She plonked down onto a chesterfield sofa opposite him and stared at a large painting hanging above the fireplace. It was one of Martin’s favourites, Joseph Highmore’s A Club of Gentlemen. Of course, this was a reproduction. Martin had tried, unsuccessfully, to buy the original. The only reason Susan had kept it was its relevance to the purpose of the room. Now a man in the painting appeared to be staring in accusation, as if demanding she explain this indignity. How could she treat such a valued guest in this way? 

As if it was anything to do with her. Yet, it was the second time in her life she didn’t know what to do. The first time was after her forty-eighth birthday, when Martin had left her. Yes, for that age-old cliché of the younger woman, although she had not suspected a thing. Susan hadn’t the right sort of mental equipment to deal with the shock then, and now, well, she had to think of the scandal. 

Rain continued to batter the windows, and she could see the terrace and the little used smoking area were running with water. So much wind and rain. The obvious course of action was to call the police, an ambulance, or an undertaker, but she couldn’t do any of those things. Each of the guests held a position in society and they would not thank her for embroiling them in something so vulgar as a guest’s death. Besides, any gossip would spell the ruination of her plans for her home to become Australia’s most elite and exclusive private hotel. In this, there were no second chances. 

She glanced at her watch. Soon, the guests would sit down to breakfast. Most might leave by ten or eleven o’clock. Of course, guests arrived at any time. Often on weekends they would arrive for lunch, but usually the time between 11:00 am and 12 noon was quiet. Plenty of time for the undertakers and ambulances to do their job and let the hotel return to normal. Or was it? 

The most important thing was to keep the dead man quiet. She shook her head at the contranym. What she really meant was no ambulance or police sirens. This was merely an unfortunate death, probably by heart attack, of a guest who had stayed only one night and did not die in any of the beds. That was an important point to note. 

An idea struck her. He had arrived in his yacht, now moored to the jetty below the cliffs. He should, in all good grace, have died on it. Not in the hotel. Clearly that was the solution. She hurried out of the room to find the majordomo. 

The majordomo, Mason Bronson, was her second cousin and his loyalty to her was absolute. They had grown up together, almost brother and sister, and he had never revealed to a soul that she was not merely a humble housekeeper but owned Bancroft House. An ex-policeman himself, he would know what to do and how to keep this quiet. She messaged her daughter to tell her not to worry; she had resolved her problem and went off in search of Mason.
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2. The Spy Master
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Less than a week after Susan had disposed of her problem, the chief, or Devin Royce as his mother had named him, entered the Canberra Commonwealth Club on Forster Crescent at 7.30 pm. This wasn’t his natural stomping ground, and he was a member more for his job than for personal leisure. To him, this place was a bastion of the past just like the person he was here to meet—his predecessor Myles Delahanty, although he kept such thoughts to himself. 

He spotted Myles at a table next to a plate-glass window, which during daylight hours showed a view of Lake Burley Griffin. Devin saw the lake as Canberra’s soggy heart, centred on a desiccated landscape of blazing heat or freezing air, and ringing with the eerie silence of what he saw as the quintessential Australia. 

Tilly his ever practical wife, had explained that his description was inconsistent. Silence could not ring, and the landscape, fed as it was by the Molonglo River, was lush not desiccated. Yet, this was a perspective he felt compelled to correct, pointing out that Canberra had a foot in two camps. Watered, treed, and grassed in the pastels of Europe, interspersed with moments of dry straw, rust and the slate green of the bush. He could see both worlds, but the latter occupied his soul. 

She had retaliated by calling him an unromantic pessimist and blamed his job for doing the damage. She was wrong, but it was pointless for him to try to explain. It was a feeling; a sense of belonging, but in his line of work you didn’t give voice to such nebulous and sentimental emotions. He refocused on the issues at hand.

Sitting opposite Myles was Dr. Huma Sharapova, a woman once touted as the next chief. Lucky for Devin, she had been moved sideways into a job lecturing at the National Security College although she hankered to return to the office. Not that she had a choice with the Chinese threats to her relatives. 

Two years ago, 2015 if he recalled correctly, Myles had moved her to the university position, in which she had excelled. Mid last year, when Myles had taken up the  role of Chair of the Foreign Investment Review Board, she had become his deputy. She was expected to take over the position of chair when Myles cashed in his superannuation next year, although she would still retain her lecturing job.

As Devin approached, Myles stood up, clutching a linen napkin in one hand, and smoothed his hair across his pate with the other. ‘Devin, good chap. Punctual as ever.’ He held out his hand to include Dr Sharapova. You know Huma don’t you? If I recall correctly, you and she were at the Kabul mission in 2013 together, neck and neck for the top job.’ 

Miles Delahanty smiled at Huma as if she were a young relative, rather than a woman in her late thirties, highly intelligent, and as sentimental as granite. Huma might be tough, but she was a striking woman with shoulder-length hair that was neither blonde nor brunette, but a bewildering mix of the two. 

Tilly had explained the effect was called highlighting—an understatement of epic proportions in his view. Still, not much about her looks or demeanour betrayed her claims to her mother’s Meskhetian heritage, although her sloe eyes had a slightly eastern cast, more reminiscent of the near, rather than the far, east. 

Devin recalled an acute case of unrequited lust for her back in the day, but Huma hadn’t seemed to notice him. Not surprising. He was a middle aged man, and she was still in her prime. Still, going unnoticed had always been his superpower. Or at least that was Tilly’s opinion. 

He nodded a greeting and sat down at the table. 

After the pleasantries and ordering of drinks were over, Devin waited for Myles to get to the point. What was the urgency and why this venue? He didn’t have to wait long.

Myles took a deep slug of his whisky and soda, glanced across at Huma, inhaled and said, ‘Huma and I were at Bancroft House in Sydney last week, for a dinner with potential investors in the new bauxite mine. 

‘The one making front-page headlines?’ Devin frowned. Protesters were making a fuss over mining in an area of ecological significance, but what had that to do with him? This couldn’t be why Myles wanted to meet. 

‘One and the same, although its ecological value is not my concern. Foreign investment is, and this one is shaping into a quagmire.’ 

‘I thought XNT had the front running.’

‘They did, until the Brits opened an investigation into serious fraud, and the Americans claimed violation of U.S. anti-bribery laws, while the company was operating in western Africa. Treasury doesn’t like the smell. Which is why Huma, and I stayed at Bancroft House last week to help the Premier persuade Harvey Kashton he wanted to invest. 

‘And?’  

‘He was thinking about it, but mining was never his thing, despite his father making a fortune in the Pilbara.’  

Devin went along for the detour. Myles wasn’t known for getting to the point quickly. ‘Harvey Kashton, a keen yachtsman if I recall. Took line honours in the Sydney to Hobart last year. Makes his money in shipbuilding and import/export. Do I have that right?’ 

Myles nodded. ‘And munitions. He has become involved with David Wilson’s Democritus-Australia. They are designing Uncrewed Air Systems, which was why he was thinking about the mining venture. The bauxite company comes with processing facilities, ship loaders, an export wharf, its own power station, and a rail network. Of course, aluminium to armaments is like a pelt to a fox. 

‘Okay. Pegged the man. So, what’s the problem?’ 

‘Kashton’s vanished. He attended the Premier’s little dinner party last Wednesday night, and Huma and I arranged to meet him again the next morning. I must confess I favoured his position as an Australian investor. I’m not keen on foreign investors getting their hooks into more of our resources. Not in the current global environment.’ He paused and drank the last of his whisky before ordering another round of drinks.

Devin waited, unobtrusively observing the other members in the room. He felt Huma’s eyes on him and glanced towards her, but Myles had resumed his story.  

‘Kashton didn’t show for our meeting. The Bancroft House majordomo said he’d gone out earlier for a sail, but he didn’t return.’ 

Devin said, ‘Maybe he had someplace else to be.’ 

‘The most obvious explanation.’ Myles had that superior tilt to his sagging jaw as if to say Devin was still an idiot. He continued. ‘We rang his office, but again, he was a no show.’ 

‘You think he changed his mind. Not sure what I can do about it.’ 

‘It’s more than that. The morning was a tad blustery for a leisure sail. A low pressure system in the Tasman Sea. It brought confounded weather to Sydney for a few days. But he didn’t go home either. Neither that day, nor the weekend following. His younger son got married on Saturday and he missed the wedding. His ex-wife said that was really out of character. He apparently wouldn’t have missed that for quids. She called the police to report him missing.’

‘Well, probably the best course, in the circumstances.’ Devin thrummed his fingers on the table. The entire conversation was odd, but why Myles thought he should involve Devin was what intrigued him most. This seemed like a police matter. ‘What else is going on, Myles?’

Huma interjected. ‘Myles and I fear for his safety. There may be other investors who want him out of the way.’ She drew a breath, glanced at Myles, and then said, ‘there was another person at Bancroft House that same night. One whom I think I’ve met previously in my former capacity.’

Devin gazed at her, amused by her formality, waiting for the rest. He took in the tiny crows’ feet around her eyes, and the faint lines ringing her neck, but none of that mattered. She could still set a man’s blood racing. She touched her hair as if aware of his thoughts, and he pulled himself together. ‘Intelligence?’

‘I think so.’ 

‘At the dinner?’

‘No. Possibly unrelated.’

‘Well, are you going to tell me, or shall I guess?’ He smiled, but she didn’t return the compliment. Instead, she glanced again at Myles as if seeking his approval.

Devin and Huma had been colleagues once, although she was always the flyer. Myles might be gracious enough to say they were neck and neck, but she was definitely the favourite, despite Devin being her ranking senior. 

Devin considered himself an average plodder who got results from perseverance. She seemed to magic them from her fingertips. Then, the Chinese government threatened her family if she refused to provide them with the intel they wanted. He wondered what had happened to the family once Myles had moved her out of harm’s way. 

Huma’s family, or at least those still in China, were victims of Uzbek nationalist violence in the Fergana valley in the late 80s. The story on her file outlined a sorry saga of relatives fleeing to Xinjiang, the Uygur Autonomous Region in North-western China, while the Soviet government transported Huma and her parents, along with 70,000 others, across seven countries of the former USSR. Huma’s mother had died somewhere along that route, but Huma and her father, a Lithuanian by birth, ended up back in Lithuania. 

After the fall of the Soviet Union, they made their way to America. In America, Huma’s father married a woman fifteen years his junior. The daughter of a wealthy Australian industrialist. They had waited for Huma to finish school and then moved to Sydney, where Huma attended the ANU. She excelled in foreign languages and subsequently joined the service.

A long journey for anyone. Perhaps that was why she seemed so focused. The only time he’d ever seen humour soften her eyes was in dealing with Myles. He had been the chief back in their Kabul days. There were rumours and inuendo about Myles and Huma’s relationship, but Devin had never subscribed to them. She was years younger than him, and as professional and talented an officer as he’d ever come across. Anything she had achieved in those days, and now, arose through her own effort and ability. If they’d had a dalliance at any point, well lucky Myles was all Devin could say. 

Myles leaned forward, arm on the table. ‘Huma thought she recognised the bloke from her stint with the British Mission in London about fifteen years ago.’ 

Devin sat forward. ‘SIS?’ There had been no communication about an operation on Australian soil. Yet, it was possible, especially if they had concerns about compromised operations. Those compromised operations were now resolved although they had kept Devin awake at night, but Myles didn’t need to know about that. The question was, what were they after and why were they interested in the sale of a bauxite mine?

Huma shrugged. ‘I can’t be sure, and perhaps it was a coincidence.’

‘Who are the other investors?’

Myles reeled them off. ‘Michael Baliston the Rio chair; Robert Sullivan, chair of the XNT Group; an Argentinian Investment banker by the name of Elias Aguirre. The Chinese aluminium company Cǎihóng brought two attendees, the chair, David Cho, and General Aiguo Liu. I suspect Liu is Cho’s babysitter. You know who Liu works for don’t you?’

Devin nodded.

Myles continued. ‘There was also a British Investment Banker by the name of James Sinclair.’ He pushed a folded piece of notepaper across the table. ‘They’re all on there.’ 

‘Were all of them staying at the same hotel?’

‘Yes. The dinner was an informal briefing and get-to-know-you affair. Most of those attending hoped to lobby the Premier’s and my support. You know how it goes. Unfortunately, the media had got wind of the dinner, put two and two together as they do, and splashed it all over the Sydney news.’

‘What about other guests?’ 

Myles nodded. ‘A few. Thomas Hawkins, the NSW Chief Justice, was in residence with his wife, Elizabeth. Not at the dinner. I understand they were celebrating their 40th wedding anniversary.’ They attended the opera that evening. There was also an American pharmaceutical bloke, his wife and a few others. Then there was the second British chap, Walker Fitzsimmons, who Huma thinks is five eyes, but the rest... Well, you would have to get the register if you wanted to investigate all the guests from that night.’ 

Devin rubbed his forehead. Investigate? He remembered Walker Fitzsimmons, but he’d retired from the service years ago. Besides, who the hell did Myles think he was dealing with—the local coppers? He shook his head. Then an idea popped up. He might play the MI6 angle for the Secretary’s Perseus Project, and... Well, that would become another ball of knitting altogether as his dear old mum used to say.
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3. An Australian Spy
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The ride from the Canberra suburb of Reid across Lake Burley Griffin to the office near the Australian parliament took twenty minutes, but not if he went the scenic route, which was his preference. Autumn was well on its way and a long overdue storm had washed summer’s dust from the sky. This was his favourite time of year although he missed Beijing. A surge of bitterness galvanised him and he stood on the pedals. Sunshine, clear sky, and russet leaves were no compensation for the excitement and frenetic activity behind that particular veil of smog.

A white Nissan Dualis passed him. The driver was Huaren or maybe Zhongguoren, but definitely a Chinese man staring straight ahead through the vehicle’s windscreen. Same as yesterday and the day before. In fact, the same for the past few weeks. Was he interested or was it coincidence? Chris Davis barely bothered with counter surveillance measures. Australia was making him lazy. 

Who would be interested? He did this ride to work every day. No one was trying to recruit him. Not that this sort of recruitment was the Chinese style in any case. They preferred using the diaspora, particularly those whom they could control through blackmail. Besides, no one wanted him dead except perhaps the former ministerial staffer, whose quiet sacking had not come a minute too soon. How she had got away with it beggared belief, but there were no laws in Australia to cover that kind of treacherous indiscretion, as his boss called it. Although he had also indicated that would soon change. 

Not quickly enough in Chris’s opinion. Yet despite her departure, the Chinese still seemed to be one step ahead of them. Chris was certain there was someone else involved, but the investigation hadn’t found any trace of a mole in the service. Still, he was convinced she had been a patsy, duped into her role, but she was their patsy and maybe they wanted revenge. 

She was lucky to be in Australia. If the same thing had happened in China she would have simply disappeared. Sacking was a relatively light sentence for betraying her country, never mind wrecking his career by possibly exposing his role at the Australian Embassy in Beijing. 

His ambition had been a posting to Moscow, but now that was unlikely. Still, he blamed himself. He’d known there was something wrong when she had accompanied the minister to Beijing in 2015 for the signing of the Free Trade Agreement. 

He should have done something about it immediately, but he was the new boy, an outsider, hadn’t been in his job long, wanted to be sure before he made any such allegations. The minister went ballistic, made no secret of the fact she wanted him fired and he wasn’t sure she wouldn’t get her way. Perhaps he should resign, but then what? He liked this job, or at least had done before they brought him back to a Canberra desk. 

It was true he supposed. It was his fault. He’d waited too long, fearful of acting without evidence and now no one knew if the policy officer had compromised his position or not. It was not something they were prepared to gamble on and his immediate director had said as much. Told him he was a lame duck. 

He would never make that mistake again. Not if he ever got another chance, but second chances were few in this life. He dismounted at the back of the building and made his way to the side door before removing his helmet and folding his bike to carry inside. The Dualis passed again, going in the other direction. No point hiding. If they were following him, they already knew who he was, but he’d make the report, same as yesterday. 

Inside, the office had an air of overnight abandonment. It was still early. The best time of day to catch up before anyone arrived. He sorted through some papers while his computer booted, glanced through his email, then went in search of the office coffee making equipment in the small kitchenette. The morning ritual was one he no longer noticed after two months back in the country. Humans seemed able to adapt to most things, even endless boredom although that was likely to push him into the void.  

When he arrived back at his desk, the phone was ringing. He picked up the receiver. 

‘Davis speaking.’

‘Come up to my office please, Mr Davis.’

‘Yes sir.’ He hung up, took a slurp of coffee, put the mug on the desk, and took the lift to the upper floor.

The chief was a mild-mannered and conservative looking man, although Chris could see his agitation showing by the way he sat one arm folded across his chest, elbow of the other arm resting on it, hand covering his mouth. It was his thinking stance but thinking when he didn’t have the answers. 

Two other men sat across from him. Chris guessed, one was Australian Federal Police, although the man wore a dark civilian suit, white cotton/linen mix shirt, pale grey tie, Tag Heuer watch. Expensive. Must be brass. No matter the rank, there was something about the gaze of a policeman that gave them away every time. Chris had never liked the police much, spent too much time dodging them as a teenager, and now as an adult, well... Old prejudices remained hard-wired.

The other man was in another league altogether. Grey suit, white shirt, silver tie, sandy hair. Unremarkable in height, build or colouring. It was the eyes that showed who he was. Hard, shrewd, and calculating, missing nothing. Chris knew him by sight only. In Britain this would be MI5, and Scotland Yard meeting with SIS or MI6. In American terms, the CIA, and the FBI. 

Open on the desk between the two men lay an official file marked secret and headed The Perseus Project. Next to it was his personnel file. What the hell was this about? He waited; feet apart, hands behind his back, features parked in neutral. 

The two men stood up. Neither acknowledge Chris, but the presumed AFP officer said to the chief, ‘We’ll leave it with you Devin.’ 

The chief watched them leave the office before he said, ‘Thank you for coming up so promptly, Mr Davis.’

‘Of course, sir.’ What the hell, when the chief called you responded pronto, but then this guy was unfailingly a gentleman.

He pulled the personnel file towards him and opened it. ‘It says here your politics are progressive, but you ascribe to many aspects of conservatism.’ He shook his head. ‘How do you reconcile such competing values?’

Chris shrugged. ‘I don’t really. I’m pretty much an ideological agnostic. I prefer to ascribe to those things I think are good for humanity and the planet. You will find my self-assessment outlines my argument that conservatism literally means to conserve.’

‘Explain please Mr Davis.’

Chris ran his hand across the back of his neck before he said, ‘Well, my view is that the word conservative has become corrupted to mean populism or worse, religious fundamentalism. I subscribe to the type of conservation that is good for humanity, traditions which are mutually beneficial to a healthy planet and population. I don’t think change for change’s sake is always a good option, but when it is required, it needs careful evidence-based consideration to get the right results.’ 

The chief said, ‘That strikes me as ideological.’

Chris opened his mouth to explain, but the chief held up his hand. ‘Enough. Too much actually... what I suppose I really want to know is where you peg loyalty to the Crown?’ 

Chris reflected before saying, ‘I take my oath seriously sir.’

‘Of course, but do you think we should be a republic or a monarchy?’

‘Sir, that’s not my decision, nor one I need to contemplate.’

The chief sighed.

Chris frowned. He wasn’t trying to be obscure, but he didn’t have any clue where this interrogation was going.

‘Okay. What’s your opinion on the Royal family.’

Chris wondered what he could say. He wanted to be honest even if he didn’t know why the chief was asking. He admired the man, but he also knew his answers would create a profile that would influence his perspective, his decision making, and thus Chris’s prospects. He tried to balance a fine line, leaning towards the establishment, but not as a sycophant.’

‘I see my job as protecting the Crown and what it stands for, at least the Australian version of it.’

Devin waved his hand. ‘What about your personal views of royalty.’

‘Sir, I think Queen Elizabeth provides a standard of grace and elegance worth conserving. The monarchy along with the preservation of history, historic sites, and monuments remind us of who we are and what has shaped us. This includes the good and the ugly including, I must add, the avarice and cruelty of British imperialism and its dispossession of some Australians for the gain of others. The latter is a cautionary warning of the dangers of seeing only one side of society, and one side of history, among a plurality of perspectives. This does not mean we should destroy our past for a better future but acknowledge it. If we extinguish history because it offends us, we leave society in danger of repeating it. Chaos loves a vacuum, sir. The aftermath of the fall of Soviet Russia is an illustrative case.’ Chris’s face remained in neutral, but his brain whizzed. What was with the pop quiz? Was he going to be posted. Please, please, make it so.

Devin smiled. ‘I’m sorry I asked. Why on earth did I imagine you were the strong, silent type? He paused. ‘I’ll get to the point. Do you think you could merge into the furnishings of an ultra-conservative venue, and make friends with a British guest, apparently a distant member of the royal family, without confusing the fuck out of him by demanding the British ban fox hunting or something?’

‘They banned fox hunting in 2004, sir.’

The chief laughed. ‘Anyone ever told you how annoying being corrected is? You know very well what I mean.’

Chris grinned, ran his fingers through his hair, plastering it back from his brow, and with a luminosity lighting up his face, he seemed to morph into another person entirely. Dark, supremely confident with the stance of wealth, and privileged. In a languid Oxbridge drawl, which extinguished his Australian accent, he asked, ‘Received pronunciation or Standard Southern British, sir?’

The chief raised his eyebrows, and said, ‘Smug bastard. Remind me.’

‘Prince Charles, or Prince William. Although I must advise, the upper classes have become anathema in Britain.’

‘Yet they flourish. William will be fine.’ He paused and scrutinised Chris. ‘I must say, although I had heard of your ability, I didn’t realise it was quite so good. Ever thought of taking up acting as a career?’ 

Chis grimaced. Perhaps, rather than another posting, this interview was the prelude to firing him. He forced himself to relax and said wryly, ‘It’s helped me survive.’

‘In Beijing?’

‘School mostly.’

Devin glanced at the file. ‘You grew up in Darwin. Why did you return—to Britain, I mean?’

‘I thought I might fit in better in the place I was born, sir.’

‘The lot of many immigrants I hear.’ Devin looked down and read the file. ‘You joined the Royal Navy and flew choppers with Commando Helicopter Force in the Fleet Air Arm. You requested a transferred to Intelligence after your fiancée died in the 2005 London terrorist attack.’ 

Chris blinked the memory away and swallowed the instant lump in his throat, but his eyes glistened. ‘I wanted to stop attacks before they killed innocent people.’

‘But instead, you resigned your commission.’ 

‘My commanding officer was reluctant to approve my application to transfer. We didn’t see eye to eye. sir.’

Devin cleared his throat, put his chin on his fist, and gazed at Chris. ‘I’m curious. Why return to Australia?’ 

‘It’s all in my file, sir.’

‘Yes, your mother got sick, but afterwards you stayed. Why?’ 

‘There was nothing left for me in the UK. Here was as good as anywhere, so I enrolled in a masters at ANU. Needed a career change.’

‘Why not fly private helicopters or some such thing? Big money in it.’

‘I tried. Too boring. The jobs are mostly glorified bus-driving for billionaires. I don’t have a lot of use for big money at any cost, and besides, I got a more interesting job offer, and I still get to fly with the Reserves.’

‘Are you enjoying the role, Mr Davis? Being desk bound was never your chosen position.’

‘Nothing’s for ever sir, not even the doghouse.’

The chief’s eyebrows rose briefly. ‘You are right, but I’m afraid the job I have for you is more Canberra-desk than the icy streets of Moscow. I know you had hoped for a transfer, but it’s unlikely now, given the circumstances... Sydney will have to suffice for the moment.’ 

‘What’s with the 20 questions, sir?’

‘You have not been in Canberra long enough for me to know who you are, or how you operate. All I have on you are self-reports or reports written by other people. I prefer to make judgements about my staff myself. So mostly, I am trying to understand what motivates you.’

‘I’d be keen to know that myself, sir.’

Devin gazed at Chris for an uncomfortable minute. ‘I think you know enough about yourself to work it out.’

Chris let the observation go. ‘What’s the space you want me to infiltrate, sir?’ 

‘You were born in London.’

‘Yes, sir.’ 

The chief glanced down at Chris’s personnel file again. ‘British mother—Patsy Davis—a radical and former punk rock singer, who later immigrated to Australia where she took up the study of Australian Indigenous art.’ His eyebrows rose. ‘She was adopted into a family of the Larrakia Nation.’ He stared at the file, a tick in his jaw twitching. ‘Your father was either French Algerian or Spanish Argentine...’ He glanced up at Chris’s face, questions lingering in his eyes.

‘Only speculation, sir. My mother refused to answer that one. I found two candidates after she died, but there were others I haven’t yet got around to tracking down. It’s not terribly important to me. What’s the place in Sydney?’

The chief shook his head before glancing at the file marked Project Perseus. ‘Bancroft House, a small but very exclusive private hotel with some interesting characters in residence, one of whom has gone missing, a police matter, but one or two of the others are not who they seem to be. Look, read the file and when you’ve digested it, come and talk to me—no one else. My colleagues and I are not convinced the leaks have stopped, so keep it under wraps, including your director. I’ll let him know you are working on something rather delicate. In fact, I’ll have a space made for you on this floor, so you can keep me informed. You will report solely to me on this one, eyes only. Collect your things, then pick up the file from my desk. I don’t want it to leave this floor.’ He opened another file and became absorbed in its contents. It was as though Chris had already left the room.

‘Sir...’

Without looking up, the chief asked, ‘Something else, Mr Davis?’

‘Yes sir. Why us? If it’s a Sydney investigation, wouldn’t the AFP or ASIO deal with it?’ 

‘You saw my colleagues here earlier. They are not sure that the leak is plugged. There are ongoing investigations within their own agencies, but that’s classified. They have asked us to handle it. A one man cross agency project, so to speak. But, as I said, Mr Davis. Read the file.’

Chris returned to his desk, coffee cold, the open space now a bustling multidisciplinary hive beginning their day’s work. He was a spare part. Until this morning, he had been a senior project officer with no project and no team, hanging around like an unwelcome smell, trying desperately to engage in meaningful work . 

No one quite knew what to do with him since he had exposed the ministerial policy officer. He was now both hero and embarrassment in one brittle husk. Yet despite the investigations, the chief had intimated the Chinese had more than one oozing source, but where and from whom? 
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4. Office Politics
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Zoe Wilson had come across from Defence. Chris had helped her settle in, but all he really knew about her was that she spoke Bahasa, Malay and Mandarin, her grandmother had been Malay-Chinese, and she had a PhD in the history and political implications of the Chinese Cultural Revolution on the CCP, or Chinese Communist Party, today. 

She sat in the desk adjacent to his, which was useful as he could speak to her in Mandarin, a means of keeping himself practiced in the language. It was too easy to become rusty. Chris had spent five years learning Arabic, Chinese, and Russian and brushing up his French and Spanish, all the while trying to persuade his commander in the Royal Navy to support his transfer to intelligence. When his mother got sick, he figured he’d wasted enough time and told the man where he could shove his last ten years of service. 

Zoe lit up when he arrived at his desk and said in Mandarin, ‘Dr Elgar wants to see you.’ 

Chris grimaced. Robin Elgar's mother-in-law was the minister, Marianna Laidley. Elgar seemed to share her attitude, blaming Chris for her policy officer’s treason. Elgar was the one who had let drop the minister’s desire to get rid of him. Chris didn’t like his chances of seeing another overseas posting, although he had posited that if the minister wanted him gone, another posting would do the trick. Elgar hadn’t been amused. 

This new project’s internal secrecy and cross departmental nature was likely to bend Elgar’s nose further out of shape. He picked up the phone and dialled Elgar’s executive assistant. ‘Hello. Davis here. The director asked to see me.’ 

He listened, nodded and replaced the phone in its cradle before smiling at Zoe, speaking again in Mandarin. ‘If I’m not back in half an hour, send out a search and rescue mission, will you?’

Her forehead creased, and she glanced around the room as if looking for deliverance. 

‘I’m kidding,’ he said in English, wondering if that was actually true.

When he entered Elgar’s office, he noticed the man still had shaving cream in the crease of his neck. Perhaps crease was the wrong word. Crevasse might me more descriptive. Elgar had once been a major in the army, played rugby in his day, and was built accordingly. Although the muscles may have become softer with age, he was still a large and imposing specimen, some claimed handsome or that may have been the power he exuded. 

The Public Service medal he had received a month ago, was framed and hung on his wall. Oddly, for an intelligence operative, status and prestige were important to him, but then he’d never been in the field. In Chris’s experience it was only after a near-death experience people came to recognise the meaninglessness of status. 

The man’s army career had only ever consisted of roles as aide de camp to Australian dignitaries, or military attaché during foreign excursions to friendly countries—building capital for his curriculum vitae. From gossip Chris had heard, his subordinates had uniformly loathed him. Nothing had changed, and status symbols were no endorsement of character in Chris’s book. 

Elgar held up the report Chris had written. It was a desktop assessment of the security situation for the various Australian diplomatic missions in the region. Boko Haram were running rampant across Nigeria and countries adjacent. Earlier in the year, they had pledged allegiance to Islamic State and rebranded themselves as the Islamic State in the West African Province.

Chris’s report gave a detailed account of the terrorist group’s capability and reach as well as its factional in-house conflict. He concluded that increasing international involvement seemed to have resulted in spreading the terrorist militancy to countries across the Sahel region. The Sahel is an east-west corridor comprising a horizontal and continent-wide wedge between the Sahara Desert and tropical Africa. The threats to regional stability had exacerbated a growing humanitarian crisis, which in turn worsened violent extremism, and human displacement. He had ended the report with an outline of what he considered was a new threat rising from the vacuum left by the demise of Muammar Gaddafi’s old order. 

Russian interests were now capitalising on the regional upheaval. Since the United Nations embargo on arm sales to the Central African Republic, a gold and diamond-rich country, Russia had defied UN sanctions to fill the vacuum by smuggling armaments, along with military trainers to prop up the government. It was something, he knew, both the CIA and MI6 were concerned about.

In the conclusion to his report Chris had warned that Russia was using the militant violence and unrest to infiltrate and control the Sahel. The Russians, he argued, were intent upon developing political influence and control in Africa, not only as a form of President Putin’s megalomania to place himself in charge of a new empire, but also in a quest to garner support for Russian interests in the United Nations. Furthermore, Russia wanted to control the resources needed to increase their own armament manufacturing and in the process make a few more oligarchs wealthier than they had already become. 

Chris stood in front of his director’s desk, watching Elgar contemplating the words on the paper in front of him, a ploy to keep his subordinate on edge. Light from the window bounced off his smooth dome, and Chris figured the man had an excess of testosterone if you believed the adverts claiming it was responsible for baldness. It would certainly account for his erratic temper. He wasn’t reading, that was for sure—didn’t have his glasses on. Still, Chris could wait. It was a game with which he had become familiar. 

Eventually, Elgar threw the file onto the desk. ‘Is this what you have been wasting your time on?’ 

Chris remained mute.

‘I suppose you think bringing in the Russian angle will get you a transfer to Moscow.’

Or Europe, even North Africa, Chris thought, but didn’t say. Anywhere out of this rancid office...

‘Your sympathies are showing.’

Chris frowned. What was that supposed to mean?

‘Your father was an Arab, wasn’t he?’

Chris opened his mouth, but before he could respond, Elgar was off again.

‘You're fluent in Arabic, aren’t you? For all I know, you are a closet Muslim.’

Chris said nothing. What was wrong with being Muslim? Other than the same thing that was wrong with all religions, but Elgar was off again. 

‘What else am I supposed to think when your report dismisses the Muslim extremism causing the problems in Africa. First, you blame it on the UN then you target Russia, for Pete’s sake? Never mind the jihad being run in that region by the so called Islamic State of the Great Sahara.’ Spit frothed in one corner of his mouth, and he took a breath. ‘It would be interesting to know what the French would make of this, this... I certainly don’t know what to call it, especially given the enormous efforts by the UN to stabilise the region since 2013. Not forgetting the G5 Sahel’s counterterrorism task force.’ 

‘It’s not working sir...’ 

Elgar ignored him. ‘The Russians! For Pete’s sake. Why? What conceivable motive could they have?’ 

‘Protecting the right allies, undermining the West, expanding territory and access to resources to create a new Russian empire, are all possibilities, sir.’

Elgar scowled. ‘This is becoming a pattern.’ 

‘Excuse me?’ 

Elgar’s eyes narrowed. ‘Last week at the team meeting, I understand you argued right-wing extremism is becoming more of a threat in Australia than Islamic extremism.’

Chris inhaled as if to speak.

Elgar held up a hand. ‘Tell that to Khan’s victims in Minto last year. Or the Martin Place café siege victims in 2014.’ 

‘Monis was mentally ill, sir.’

‘Officially declared an act of terrorism, Davis. Don’t forget that.’ He waved his hand as if brushing the issue away. ‘Who asked you to prepare this report anyway?’ 

‘You did, sir.’

‘What?’ His voice rose a decibel. ‘I asked you to carry out a desk top assessment of the Islamic threat to Australian consulates in West Africa.’

‘Yes sir, you said since President Buhari’s election promise that he would get rid of Boko Haram, you wanted to understand if the threat remained. My report shows it does and there is another threat growing through it, one that has greater implications for Australian interests in the region, particularly mining, but it’s the human right abuses... 

‘You seem hell-bent on ignoring the Muslim threat, to focus on anything but.’

Chris shook his head. He didn’t think he was ignoring anything, just raising intel on a significant new threat that was exploiting the chaos left in the wake of the Arab Spring. 

But Elgar was off again. ‘Who next, the Chinese? Oh, no...’ He laughed. ‘They’re on to you, aren’t they? I do read your little morning reports, you know. Are you sure it’s the Chinese, and not some poor Asian/ Australian you keep running into on your way to work? Or perhaps you, in fact, are the problem. Are you a Chinese mole Mr Davis? It wouldn’t surprise me.’ He snickered again.

Chris felt hot lava erupt in his stomach, and clamped down hard so his voice remained even as he said, ‘Sir, the Chinese are interested in the regional resources, but the Russians are exploiting the unrest caused by the Islamists, promising muscle to governments in exchange for the rights to exploit the region for its minerals and other...’

Elgar held up his hand again. ‘Don’t want to hear any more speculation about Africa, but you’ll be pleased to know you’ll be getting a posting. The minister wants a team set up in Jakarta. It seems, a fairly sophisticated people smuggling outfit has set up new operations. The team in Sri Lanka got wind of it. Run by an American so they believe, but so far the criminals have avoided detection. It seems the network includes Thailand and Malaysia and who knows where else. Setting up the team will get you out of the way of the Chinese. Especially after... well, you know. Anyway, you will get your transfer after all, and if you don’t blot your copybook again, we may forget your little Beijing indiscretion, in time.’

Chris’s hands bunched into fists. My indiscretion! Uncovering the source of leaked classified information, an indiscretion. Fuck that. In an abrupt tone he said, ‘I don’t speak Malay or Bahasa.’

‘You speak Arabic. Lots of the migrants speak Arabic.’ 

Chris drew in a breath, noticing Elgar didn’t use the term refugees. A fat lot of good speaking Arabic would do if he wanted to find the criminals in charge of the people smuggling and disrupt their operations. It was pointless arguing with the man and at least he would be out of the office. He could learn the languages. Zoe had said they were similar and relatively easy. Then another thought struck him.  

‘Sir, you will need to speak to the chief. He has given me another assignment.’ 

Chris had been reluctant when the chief mentioned Sydney. How the hell was he to prevent the next attack on western democracy and innocent people, by chasing around Sydney after some rich aristocrat in a fancy hotel. Now both assignments didn’t seem so bad. Anywhere away from this half-wit. 

‘It will have to wait. The minister’s needs come first.’ 

‘I’ll leave that with you to sort out with the chief. Will that be all, sir?’

‘Yes. Get the hell out of my office.’ 

Chris reached to take his report, but Elgar scooped it into his desk drawer.  

Chris walked out of the office. If the report was so bad, why keep it. If he hadn’t been given another job to do, he might be tempted to resign, but at least that dickhead didn’t run the show. Thank Christ. He took the lift to the floor above and asked Anna Thompson, the chief’s executive officer, if he could have a word. 

She smiled. ‘Go on in. He’s expecting you.’

Not for this reason. Chris pushed open the chief’s door. 

‘Come in Mr. Davis. I haven’t yet sorted out the desk situation. It might have to wait until the morning...’

‘It’s not about that, sir. I have just come from Dr. Elgar’s office, and he tells me I am to take up a post in Jakarta. I explained you had another job for me, but he said it would have to wait as this request was from the minister. I just wanted you to have the heads up.’ 

The chief sat back in his chair, and Chris wished he knew what went on in the man’s head. Elgar, he could read like a book, but when it mattered, the chief had absolute control over his emotions, barely a tell anywhere. 

‘Thank you for bringing this to my attention, Mr Davis. You’ll have a desk on this floor by tomorrow morning. Just come straight up and report to Anna. She’ll show you where you’ll be, but in the interim, you can take over my conference room while you acquaint yourself with the contents of the file. Once you have absorbed it, we’ll talk further.’ 

Chris edged closer to the lip of the void. ‘So, will I be going to Jakarta?’ 

‘Mr Davis, I decide how to deploy my staff. You concentrate on your job, and I’ll focus on mine. Does that answer your question?’

Chris grinned. ‘Yes, sir.’ 
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5. A Police Investigation
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Susan Ainsworth examined her daughter’s frowning face. Boudica the warrior she should have been named not Cassandra, the ravishing daughter of Troy, who was said to have entangled men. She was pretty enough to have the name but only if she would make the most of herself, instead of this modern career-woman attempt at sexlessness. No wonder no one wanted to marry her. Dowdy grey suit and white shirt, like a man’s. Beautiful dark curls scraped back from her make-up-less face. Shoes like a policeman’s beat boots made for kicking in doors. ‘Cassie dear, it’s alright. I know you couldn’t get away, but I sorted out the issue, so don’t worry.’

‘What was the problem?’

‘Oh, um, a leak. Mason fixed it.’

‘Mum, you called me for a plumbing problem!’ 

Susan sighed. ‘I was so worried. I thought the Chief Justice’s bathroom was going to flood and he would sue me. I know I shouldn’t have called you, but... Well, he likes you, doesn’t he?’ She glanced down at her shoes. 
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