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            PRAISE FOR NONSENSE IN THE NORTH

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Scott’s missing.

        As a former intelligence officer, Charlotte needs to use all her skills to find him, to capture El Tigre and to shut his network down.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Nonsense in the North delivers a trifecta of joy. It’s a thriller as Charlotte seeks to find an international drug cartel, travels through inhospitable bushland while searching for Scott, all the while supporting her best friend’s wedding preparations.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Can Charlotte find Scott, bust open a drug cartel and get her bridesmaid’s dress, before she walks down the aisle at her best friend’s wedding?
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Finding someone in the Australian bush is akin to finding a needle in a haystack. With the clock ticking, Charlotte follows a softly spoken Aboriginal tracker named Nev across Cape Conway National Park, avoiding stinging trees, poisonous snakes and cunning estuarine crocodiles.
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            MAP OF NORTH QUEENSLAND, AUSTRALIA
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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Mon 8 Feb 8:00pm

      

      

      Sharks were circling the yacht. Scott thought this amusing as there were also sharks aboard. Humour was his go-to-strategy when under pressure. How had he not seen trouble coming?  Looking back on the past week and thinking about his conversations with Pedro Gatos, the signs were there and he’d missed them all. Potentially explaining his involvement with The Tiger’s drug cartel to the police was the least of his worries. Making sure he made it back to shore with all his limbs in place was a bigger concern.
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            CHARLOTTE: SAT 6 FEB

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte was awoken by the sound of the window shade in the row in front being opened by the flight attendant. She'd fallen asleep three hours earlier, midway through watching Titanic, and her interrupted dream had been directly influenced by the last scene she'd watched. Sleep had overcome her just as Leonardo Di Caprio had wrapped his arms around Kate Winslet on the bow of the ship. She could still feel Scott Harmon’s arms around her, as he whispered in her ear about the wonderful future they were headed for. Remembering how the movie ended, she was rather pleased at the point at which sleep had overcome her. The past ten days had been at times a near disaster, and she didn’t need to be reminded of this. She’d completed her first and last assignment as an occasional intelligence officer for the Australian Security and Intelligence organisation (ASIO) and was looking forward to this new phase in her life, with a focus on having a fabulous time with Scott.

      Charlotte looked across the row to her best friend (and Scott’s sister), Miranda Harmon, who was still sound asleep, gently snoring with her blond bobbed head resting on the shoulder of her fiancé, Mason Murray. Mason pushed his glasses up his nose and crinkled a smile at Charlotte. The rattle of the trolleys bearing warm drinks and forgettable omelettes, started its journey down the aisle. Miranda woke with a start, noisily yawned and rubbed her neck.

      ‘How long till we land?’ she asked Charlotte.

      ‘Two hours until we touch down again on Australian soil. I hope you’ve had a good sleep; you’re going to be busy.’

      ‘I know and I’m so excited. Getting married, moving to England and oh gosh, all the things that’ll come after that. You will come and visit us, won’t you C?’

      ‘Of course. But not immediately.  I suspect that you two love birds will want to spend a bit of time alone. And also because I need to focus on getting Chic Charlie going.’

      ‘But you could do a business trip and get a tax deduction by coming to buy fabrics, say from Liberty’s of London?’

      ‘Yes, indeed I could. But I want to find local fabric providers first. And believe me, you’ll be busy. You’ll have fun and won't have time to be lonely in London, particularly with Mason there.’

      ‘But I’m not as adventurous as you, C.’

      ‘And that’s a good thing, M. Stop worrying. I will come. And who knows, I may even bring your brother with me.’

      ‘And we could all go off on holiday somewhere in Europe? Say Monte Carlo or Rome or Taormina?  These are all places you know well, aren’t they? Or we could go sailing?’

      Charlotte bit her lip and for a moment was lost in her memories. There were experiences in each of those places that she was not interested in repeating. She’d been kidnapped, stalked and compromised. It was better to go somewhere new.

      ‘Coffee or tea?’ the crisply dressed attendant asked, interrupting her thoughts.

      ‘Tea please. Thank you. How long till we land?’

      ‘About ninety minutes. Looking forward to being home?’

      ‘Always,’ Charlotte replied with emphasis.

      

      Six pink balloons floated above the fray, printed with the words She Said Yes, making it easy to spot Miranda and Mason’s parents in the Arrivals hall at Brisbane International. The balloons weren’t necessary as location markers in the busy airport as the familial collective could also be heard shrieking, They’re here! as the trio emerged from Customs. The communal delight was both embarrassing and intoxicating for Miranda and Mason. For a moment, Charlotte, didn’t see her own parents standing at the back of the hall as she greeted the Murrays and Harmons. They were enjoying watching the joyful reunion. Charlotte sauntered over and gave them both a hug.

      ‘Welcome home, honey,’ her dad said, ruffling her hair.

      ‘Thanks for coming to get me.’

      ‘Of course. Now it’s probably going to be a bit hectic these coming weeks, helping Miranda get ready for the wedding. Quite a change from being on retreat. Hope you had a good rest. You’re going to be busy.’

      Charlotte smiled. ‘Ready to go. Just let me say goodbye to the others.’ She walked back to Miranda and Mason’s family gathering.

      ‘We’re heading off now. See you all in a couple of days.’ Miranda gave her the phone hand signal and mouthed call every day. Charlotte gave her the thumbs up and waved goodbye.

      On the drive back to their home at Kangaroo Point, while her parents briefed her on events of great importance that had occurred during her absence, she scrolled her messages.

      
        
        Message from Scott. What a race! Well it wasn’t really a race. Just a trial in preparation for the real thing later on this year. We survived squalls, breaching whales and tsunami waves. And I’ve just been offered a one-day gig from Hamilton Island. I’ve booked us into the Reef View Hotel and left instructions for there to be a key for you at reception. Have a think about where you’d like to go for dinner, or perhaps you’d prefer room service? There’s a breathtaking view from the balcony and inside is rather lovely too. 🤩

        

        Message from Charlotte. Sounds wonderful. Super excited. Flight to be booked today. Will be v. busy 4 next 24 hrs supporting your sister with decisions to get this wedding rocking in 2 weeks. BTW the colour theme for the wedding is silver. So U and Mason need silver ties + vests & I need slinky silver gown. Looking forward to seeing you.

        

        Message from Scott. Looking forward to seeing that slinky silver gown.
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            THE TIGER:  PORT VILA, VANUATU SAT 30 JAN

          

        

      

    

    
      The tiny rodent in the mousetrap glared, unblinking at El Tigre (The Tiger). The simple contraption had caught it across the back rather than breaking his neck. The latter action would have killed him instantly. He was now slowly suffering and wondering what the beast hovering above him would do next. The man’s lips curled in a cruel smile before he gently rested his boot on the mouse’s head, ignoring his squeals for mercy, pushing ever so gently until the rodent’s brains catapulted out of his mouth.

      The man wiped his foot on a towel and called for the deck hand to remove the carcass and clean up the mess. He sat down at the table where his laptop was open on a yachting Facebook page. He stared at the member’s profile. While he’d never met him or spoken with him, and he was highly motivated to keep a level of separation from people participating in his business, he wanted to meet this yacht captain. The trial yacht race from Port Vila to Bundaberg was a perfect opportunity to observe the man firsthand and to assess his yachting skills as well as his capacity for undertaking a more significant role in his operations. First, he needed to establish if he could trust him.
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        * * *

      

      Pedro Gatos firmly shook Scott Harmon’s hand as they met for the first time at the Waterfront Bar and Grill.

      ‘Fantastic sunset, eh?’ Scott observed.

      ‘Indeed it is,’ Gatos replied. ‘And hopefully we will see many more like this on the trip to Bundaberg.’

      ‘Looking forward to it,’ Scott replied.

      ‘You do know that this isn’t the best time for sailing? We’re likely to encounter wild, cyclonic storms.’

      ‘I’m up for it. And the anticipation of stormy waters ahead is reflected in the price you’re paying for my services.’

      ‘That’s the spirit, boy. I believe in reward relative to risk. Looking forward to getting to know you better on this trip, Scott.’

      ‘Likewise, Pedro.’

      After dinner they inspected the yacht, discussed the seven-day weather forecast and reviewed the planned route. Pedro listened carefully. Scott demonstrated detailed nautical knowledge and it would be interesting to see how this knowledge was applied in practise. As Scott waved goodbye from the ramp and headed back to his hotel, Pedro lit up a cigar and inhaled deeply. Juan Gomez, his number two, joined him on the bridge. Juan towered over Pedro by two heads. He was lanky, heavily tattooed and weather worn, not just from having spent a lifetime on the sea but from having been addicted to the products he now distributed. His deep loyalty to Pedro Gatos, the drug king more frequently referred to as El Tigre, stemmed from Pedro’s assistance in helping him break his addiction to cocaine. The brain damage he’d sustained from his addiction meant that the irony of his situation was lost on him.

      ‘So?’ Juan asked.

      ‘Don’t know,’ Pedro replied. ‘We’ll see.’
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        * * *

      

      Large swells were building when they pushed off from Port Vila the following morning. Scott demonstrated his sailing prowess by ploughing through the two-metre waves, buffeting the twenty-three-metre cutter.

      They routed north of New Caledonia and Chesterfield Reef to skirt Bampton Reef before turning southwest to Bundaberg. A high-pressure system coming up from Tasmania provided two days of sailing with steady wind, albeit with heavy accompanying squalls. Scott was able to manoeuvre the vessel quickly away from an unexpected coral shelf near the Chesterfield reef, earning the admiration of his sailing companions. It was dangerous sailing past Bampton Reef with frequently changing wind direction. Several sharks swam by close to the surface, eyeing the vessel with interest.

      On day four they watched in awe as a pod of breeching humpback whales surfaced nearby and then received radio notification of an earthquake measuring at 6.3 on the Richter scale, ninety kilometres north of Vanuatu in the Shefa province. Two minutes later a tsunami warning was issued on the radio and seagulls flew overhead, noisily sounding their own cautionary message. The three men raced to secure the vessel and attach their harnesses. Ten minutes later, several waves of four metres in height, and hundreds of kilometres long, gently lifted and then dropped Latin Libertad. The descent was more problematic than the rise but the yacht, and all aboard her, kept their balance. An hour later they celebrated with apple cider and cashew nuts. They dared not drink champagne in case aftershocks meant they needed to repeat the process.

      Seven days later they sailed into perfect weather conditions with a clear sky and winds at ten to fifteen knots. Scott radioed ahead to Australian customs, letting them know the expected time of arrival into Bundaberg. Shortly afterwards a customs plane flew over and was carefully observed by Pedro and Juan. They sailed into Bundaberg around 11:00am the following morning. Quarantine inspectors were rigorous in checking the yacht’s obvious and less obvious crevices, removing bananas from the fridge and rice from the lock-up. They joked amiably with Scott as they undertook their duties, and commended him on sailing across the ocean at this time of year and asking how they manoeuvred the craft during the tsunami. There was a liberal dollop of drama in the retelling of the story, which everyone enjoyed.

      Pedro was delighted with Scott’s performance and asked him if he was interested in another yachting contract, this one of a short-term nature, departing from Hamilton Island. Scott couldn’t believe his luck and accepted immediately. As he ran down the gang plank with his bag, Pedro lit another cigar and turned to Juan.

      ‘He’s not our money man. I’ve just received an email from The Squirrel recommending a different process for the next transfer. But you have to agree he’s a remarkable sailor, and more importantly, has established a good relationship with customs authorities. We’ll use him for this next trip where we collect fish while we’re sailing, and if he gives us any trouble, he can go swimming somewhere a long way from shore. I’ll send a message to The Squirrel telling him to rendezvous with us at Airlie Beach. Secure the Latin Libertad. She’ll be resting here a while.’
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